Ask the Environmental Commission:
How does automobile exhaust affect my family’s health?

The exhaust from cars contains pollutants that are harmful to human health and the environment. Car exhaust contains carbon dioxide (from combustion), carbon monoxide (a colorless, odorless poison gas), toxic pollutants (from unburned fuel), and nitrogen oxides (that form acid rain, smog, and nitrous oxide, a potent greenhouse gas). In fact, 19 pounds of carbon dioxide are generated per gallon of gasoline!

Children and those whose health is impaired are especially vulnerable to the toxic effects of automobile exhaust. Here are some things to keep in mind when you are waiting to pick up your child at school, leaving the kids in the car while you run errands, or using drive through windows for fast food or banking:

* Children breathe at tailpipe level.

* Children breathe faster than adults do (especially when they are excited about getting out of school) so they inhale more polluted air per pound of body weight.

* Exposure to toxic exhaust is actually higher inside your vehicle—particularly if your car is directly behind an idling car.

* Idling emits even more pollution if your vehicle’s catalytic converter isn’t working properly or if the vehicle is not warmed up.

* According to a study by the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, asthma rates among children in some parts of North America are four times higher than they were 20 years ago.

If that’s not enough reason to turn off your car, here are a few more: idling contributes to air pollution and global warming; damages your vehicle; and wastes fuel and money.

It takes more fuel to idle for 10 seconds than it takes to restart the engine. You can still listen to the radio or charge your cell phones as long as you have a good battery, and the wear on components from restarting the engine adds about $10 a year to the cost of driving–money that you can recover from reduced idling. Think about it this way, when you idle, you get the worst fuel economy: zero miles per gallon of gas.

Today’s cars need no more than 30 seconds of warm-up on winter days before you start to drive. This is also true when using automatic vehicle starters. Idling damages engines by not operating at the ideal temperature; this causes fuel not to undergo complete combustion and leaves fuel residues that can contaminate engine oil and damage parts. Idling also can allow water to condense in the vehicle exhaust. The best way to warm up a car is to drive it.

People believe they need to idle in the winter to stay warm or in the summer to stay cool. Planning ahead by dressing for the weather or packing blankets is helpful if you know you will be waiting for longer periods. You can also heat up or cool down the car before reaching your destination to maintain a comfortable temperature without keeping the car idling.

Here’s what you can do to protect your family’s health, reduce emissions and save money:

* Turn off your car if you are standing for more than 10 seconds.

* Warm up your car on cold mornings for no longer than 30 seconds before beginning to drive, then drive slowly for the next few minutes.

* Buy a hybrid vehicle.

* Educate others about idling.

The Millburn Environmental Commission is partnering with the Millburn PTO, the Board of Education, Millburn Public Schools, and the High School Environmental Club to reduce idling at schools. If you are interested in helping, please call Jennifer Duckworth at 973-378-9115.

For more information about vehicle idling visit the Idle Free New Jersey Web site at http://www.cleanwateraction.org/njef/campaigns-noidling.html.

Jennifer Duckworth

The author is an environmental engineer, whose background includes service with the United States Environmental Protection Agency and various environmental engineering firms, including her current employment with Tetra Tech, Inc. A resident of Millburn, she serves on the Environmental Commission and holds her MS in Environmental Science and Policy. Ms. Duckworth became concerned about automobile idling when picking up her child from preschool and has devoted considerable time to research and educate others about how and why to avoid idling your car.






