
Understanding 
Air Quality 
Data Sources
When wood smoke or wildfire smoke 

impacts the Bay Area, air quality readings 

may vary across websites or apps. That’s 

because air quality data comes from 

different types of monitors that measure 

and process pollution differently.

Air District
Regulatory Monitors:
Most accurate for air quality alerts

WHAT THEY ARE

Air District air monitoring stations use 

high-quality instruments that meet strict

federal requirements.

STRENGTHS OF REGULATORY MONITORS

• Data is validated and quality assured

• Monitors are carefully placed using EPA 

siting standards 

• Measurements are used to determine 

whether air quality standards are being met 

• Data is used for official air quality forecasts 

and Spare the Air Alerts

Air District monitors are the Bay Area’s most 

accurate source of air quality information. 

Because these monitors require specialized 

equipment and careful siting, they cannot be 

placed in every neighborhood.

Air Sensors: 
Helpful for local trends, but less accurate

WHAT THEY ARE

Air sensors are privately owned or 

community-operated devices that provide 

much denser geographic coverage.

WHAT THEY CAN DO WELL

• Show changes in smoke conditions from 

neighborhood to neighborhood 

• Fill geographic gaps between

regulatory monitors 

• Provide more localized information 

 

Important limitations
AIR SENSORS:

• Can overestimate pollution levels 

• Use different correction methods

depending on the platform or app 

Air sensor data should always be

viewed cautiously and alongside Air District 

monitoring data. 

Why Different Maps 
Show Different Numbers
Different websites may use different sensors, 

update at different intervals, or calculate the

AQI differently. This can cause noticeable 

differences between maps, especially during 

wildfire smoke events. Air sensors may 

temporarily show higher readings because they 

are more sensitive to smoke particles and 

environmental conditions.

EPA Fire & Smoke Map
The EPA Fire & Smoke Map is the best way to 

check air quality during wildfires.. It combines 

official regulatory monitoring data with air 

sensor data that has been adjusted for 

accuracy. This provides one of the most 

complete and reliable pictures of PM2.5 

conditions.
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Learn more at baaqmd.gov
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