
QUESTIONS YOU MAY HAVE AND 
ANSWERS YOU NEED TO KNOW:
WHAT DOES THE AQHI MEASURE?
The Air Quality Health Index, or AQHI, measures 
pollutants in the air that are particularly harmful 
to human health. This mix of air pollutants is 
derived from the combustion of fossil fuels from 
traffic, home heating and industry and are often 
grouped together under the term “smog”.

Why should people with asthma be 
concerned about poor air quality?
Everyone should be concerned. Outdoor 
air pollution affects lung health and causes 
exacerbations of chronic respiratory disease 
including asthma. The Canadian Medical 
Association estimates that Canada’s air pollution 
is responsible for 21,000 premature deaths each 
year and sends thousands of Canadians to the 
hospital. Even modest increases in air pollution 
can cause small but measurable increases in 
the number of people with asthma going to 
emergency rooms or getting admitted to hospital.
You can protect yourself by learning about the 
AQHI and changing your activities to minimize air 
pollution exposure. 

As a person with asthma, at what AQHI level 
should I consider changing my activities?
Enjoy your outdoor activities when the Index is 
between 1 and 3 unless you experience asthma 
symptoms. Staying active is very important in 
overall asthma management.
When the AQHI level is 4 to 6, you should 
consider reducing or rescheduling strenuous 
outdoor activities, especially if you are 
experiencing worsening of your asthma 
symptoms.
An AQHI level of 7-10 means that you should 
reduce or reschedule strenuous outdoor activities. 
When the AQHI is above 10, you should avoid 
outdoor strenuous activities and,  
if possible, move them indoors.
More importantly, learn to “Self-Calibrate”  

or determine the AQHI level that affects you. 
Some people may experience symptoms 

even at lower levels on the scale as each 
person is different. Determining the 

level of AQHI that affects your 
asthma is important to best 
manage your disease. 

AIR QUALITY HEALTH INDEX AND ASTHMA
WHAT IS NEW IN ASTHMA 
MANAGEMENT?

IN ADDITION TO MONITORING YOUR 
DAY AND NIGHT SYMPTOMS, RESCUE 
MEDICATION USE AND EXERCISE 
TOLERANCE, CHECKING THE AIR QUALITY 
HEALTH INDEX (AQHI)  
ON A REGULAR BASIS WILL HELP  
YOU STAY HEALTHY and in peak 
condition.

AQHI OR AIR QUALITY HEALTH INDEX IS A NEW WAY TO 
COMMUNICATE THE LEVEL OF HEALTH RISK FROM AIR 
POLLUTION ON A SCALE OF 1 TO 10. THE LOWER THE 
INDEX, THE BETTER THE AIR QUALITY.

For your asthma and allergy questions
please call 1-866-787-4050 or email info@asthma.ca

AQHI SCALE



Besides knowing the AQHI what should I do to prepare for 
exposure to air pollution?
Take control of your asthma now and manage it on a regular  
basis. You should be aware of any environmental triggers that 
exacerbate your asthma. 
Start now by:
•	Minimizing the exposure or avoiding known triggers
•	Taking proper medications to control your asthma as prescribed
•	Learning how to adjust your asthma maintenance medication 
according to an Asthma Action Plan

•	Avoiding activities in locations where AQHI levels are high
•	Making sure that you have your rescue medication with you when 
outdoors in case you need it

•	Reviewing your asthma management regularly with your 
healthcare team

Asthma is the disease of the 21st century
Air pollution is one of the causes for this chronic disease. Here are 
some ways you can help reduce exposure to air pollution:
•	Walk, cycle, car pool or use public transit instead of driving.
•	If you do drive, keep your car properly tuned and reduce idling.
•	Consider using non-toxic alternatives for common household 
cleaners.

•	Eliminate tobacco use.
•	Burning garbage outdoors should be avoided.
•	Keep your home free of moisture.
Look after your asthma by following an up to date self-
management plan (Asthma Action Plan). Seek medical advice if 
you feel your asthma is not well controlled.

Where can I find my local AQHI readings?
You can find your local AQHI readings through the Weather 
Network, and by visiting www.airhealth.ca  
(click on “Your Local AQHI Conditions”).

 Key Message
Both long and short term 
exposure to air pollution 
can cause health problems. 
Worsening asthma is 
associated with short term 
exposure to air pollution. 
Long term exposure can 
affect pregnancy, cause 
onset of asthma and 
decrease lung function 
growth, especially in teens.

 Key Message
Call the Asthma Society of 
Canada to connect with an 
asthma educator who can 
help you with any questions 
related to your asthma care.
www.asthma.ca 
info@asthma.ca
OR 1-866-787-4050

 Key Message
Follow these 5 easy steps:
1.	Determine your asthma 

triggers 
2.	Know your AQHI number to 

determine effects of air 
pollution on your asthma

3.	Check the AQHI regularly
4.	Modify your outdoor 

activity if required 
5.	Avoid high traffic areas 

when exercising outdoors

Where do I find additional information?
The Asthma Society of Canada offers additional information on 
asthma and the AQHI.  
It is easy to stay informed and in charge of your asthma. 
For more information, please visit the Asthma Society’s AQHI 
Website at: www.asthma.ca/aqhi 


