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As a kid on the South Side of Chicago, summertime meant seeing White Sox games
at Comiskey Park (technically now called U.S. Cellular Park, but I will never call it
that). If the Sox won, there were fireworks. And on Saturdays, there were fireworks
even if they didn’t. I have a distinct memory of asking my parents if the fireworks
polluted the air, seeing the clouds of smoke floating above us afterward. They
assured me that there weren’t enough fireworks to have any impact. Apparently,
my nine-year-old self was right to worry.

Yesterday was July 4th, and most of us enjoyed a fireworks display, or perhaps even
set off a few of our own (safely, I hope). Many of us in the environmental community
might have also briefly wondered about the environmental impact of this tradition.
Megan Herzog wrote a great Legal Planet piece detailing the environmental
regulation of fireworks several years ago, but there have been a couple
developments since then I thought I would add.  According to a study published last
year, average concentrations of particulate matter increase 42% across the country
during peak fireworks hours (8 – 11 pm) on July 4th. The increase in pollutants at
any particular site will depend on length of the display, the size of the fireworks,
and local weather patterns, but air quality did return to normal levels by the next
day. However, several sites, including major population centers like Chicago,
experienced spikes in particulate matter that breached EPA’s threshold for safe
levels. These jurisdictions will not face enforcement action from EPA, though,
because July 4th fireworks falls under the Clean Air Act exemption for “exceptional
events.”

The pollution is mainly caused by fine particles of metals that are used in fireworks
to create colors. The chemistry is similar to how Victorian scientists identified a
material by burning it and observing the color of the flame. These particulates can
be dangerous for vulnerable groups, like the elderly and those with heart and lung
conditions, and EPA recommends that people in those groups watch fireworks from
upwind. The U.S. isn’t the only country with concerns about the health effects of
national celebrations: both the U.K. and India have been studying the air quality
effects of the similarly pyrotechnic-centered holidays of Guy Fawkes Day and Diwali.
And the cumulative effects of non-July 4th fireworks, like those displayed after
White Sox games, may be having a larger impact than we know.

http://legal-planet.org/2013/07/03/bombs-bursting-in-air-environmental-regulation-of-fireworks/
http://www.slate.com/blogs/the_slatest/2015/07/03/fourth_of_july_fireworks_are_a_big_source_of_air_pollution_study_finds.html
http://www.livescience.com/51408-july-4-air-pollution-fireworks.html
http://theconversation.com/our-prettiest-pollutant-just-how-bad-are-fireworks-for-the-environment-52451
http://time.com/3943702/fourth-of-july-fireworks-pollution/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/nov/15/fireworks-bonfire-night-diwali-pollution
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Luckily for those of you not yet ready to give up the fun and beauty of fireworks,
technology may have a solution. Scientists have begun finding “green” substitutes
for some of the more harmful chemicals included in fireworks. Perhaps surprisingly,
these studies are actually part of a broader effort within the U.S. Department of
Defense to design more environmentally-friendly explosives. While that phrase does
sound like an oxymoron, many traditional explosives not only physically destroy the
land, but also leave behind a number of chemicals that are carcinogens or can
cause neurological or reproductive problems. A possible side benefit would be new
materials to make civilian explosives less toxic as well.

Although I doubt any of us will start boycotting our annual Fourth of July fireworks
display, perhaps when those “green” fireworks do hit the market, we’ll at least be
able to celebrate a little less guiltily. We might even transition to silent
fireworks* one day – to the great relief of dogs everywhere.

 

*Thanks to fellow Legal Planet contributor Jonathan Zasloff for pointing out this
article.

http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20120611-greener-cleaner-fireworks
http://dogtime.com/trending/33475-town-italy-switches-silent-fireworks-reduce-anxiety-animals
http://dogtime.com/trending/33475-town-italy-switches-silent-fireworks-reduce-anxiety-animals

