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CITIZEN’S ADVISORY COUNCIL TO LA PORTE INDUSTRY

Air Quality and How it is Measured

This meeting featured presentations from Houston Regional Monitoring (HRM) and Harris
County Pollution Control Services (HCPCS). HRM shared information about when and where air
monitoring takes place across the Houston area, including who conducts the routine monitoring
and event-specific monitoring, and how residents can access air quality data. HRM'’s
presentation also highlighted recent air quality trends over the past five years and explained the
impacts of ozone non-attainment on the region. HCPCS provided an overview of its Community
Air Monitoring Program (CAMP).

Houston Regional Monitoring - Air Quality Update

Brad Flowers, Lead Specialist and Project Manager, from Houston Regional Monitoring (HRM)
gave an in-depth presentation on air quality in the Houston area. He began by explaining where
and when air monitoring takes place, focusing on the extensive network of ambient air
monitoring sites that cover the Houston Ship Channel and surrounding communities. The HRM
network, now in its 44th year, operates alongside Texas Commission on Environmental Quality
(TCEQ) sites, with HRM’s monitors generally located closest to neighboring communities. These
sites provide highly localized, community-relevant data while still meeting federal EPA standards
for air monitoring.

Flowers showed photos of the monitoring sites and analyzers, which are housed in
climate-controlled buildings to ensure accurate measurements. The network tracks criteria
pollutants such as carbon monoxide, nitrogen oxides, ozone, sulfur dioxide, and particulate
matter. Additional specialized equipment, like canister samplers and automated gas
chromatographs, measures volatile organic compounds (VOCs). Together, these instruments
provide a comprehensive picture of air quality across the region.

From there, Flowers moved into long-term and recent air quality trends. He highlighted the
progress Houston has made, particularly the sharp declines in nitrogen oxides and BTEX
compounds (benzene, toluene, ethylbenzene, and xylene) since the late 1980s. For example,
BTEX levels in the HRM network have fallen by 87% since 1988, and average nitrogen oxide
levels have fallen 65%, despite a much larger population and vehicle fleet today.



Despite these improvements, challenges remain. Ozone, in particular, has proven stubborn.
After years of gradual decline, the Houston area has seen an uptick in ozone exceedances since
2023. Flowers explained that ozone formation depends on several factors: the presence of
nitrogen oxides, VOCs (including those naturally emitted by trees), oxygen, calm winds, and
sunlight. The region’s unique meteorology, winds shifting between offshore in the morning and
onshore in the afternoon, creates conditions that can trap and accumulate ozone. Weather
patterns continue to drive variability, leading to exceedances at monitors across the region.

Flowers also touched on particulate matter (PM), specifically PM 2.5. Unlike larger particles (PM
10), PM 2.5 can travel long distances and is influenced by sources ranging from cars and
industry to sea salt, wildfires, and even dust storms. HRM sites in La Porte and Seabrook show
relatively low levels compared to Houston’s urban core. This is good news for residents in the
immediate area, although Houston overall still faces challenges.

In summary, Houston has the most extensive air monitoring network in the country, with
Houston Regional Monitoring (HRM) playing a central role in tracking and understanding local
air quality. HRM continues to evaluate and adopt new monitoring technologies while
modernizing its network to maintain and improve performance. The long-term data clearly
show that Houston’s air quality has improved significantly compared to historical levels.
Importantly, HRM’s work ensures that residents, regulators, and industry alike have reliable,
high-quality data to understand air quality trends and make informed decisions.

Community Air Monitoring Program

Matt Sole, Air Monitoring Section Superviser, from Harris County Pollution Control, explained
Harris County’s Community Air Monitoring Program (CAMP). There are 23 monitoring sites,
most of which are located in fence line communities, including many along the Houston Ship
Channel. Additional sites are spread throughout the county, and while the program would like
to expand, current staffing levels limit how much more can be added without additional
resources.

The program primarily uses lonScience MiniPID sensors, which are low-cost devices that
measure volatile organic compounds (VOCs), particulate matter, and weather data. One of the
unique features of the system is the ability to automatically capture canister samples whenever
high VOC levels are detected. These canisters allow for analysis of 40-50 different VOCs,
providing more detailed information about air quality events.

Sole highlighted the program’s publicly available data portal, which serves as the main platform
for sharing information with the community. The default view of the site displays particulate
matter (PM 2.5) data, but additional tabs provide access to PM 10, VOCs, and data from the
county’s mobile monitoring vehicle, known as the RAAM 1. Users can click on individual
monitoring sites to view hourly data, with measurements collected every 15 minutes. Data is
color-coded according to the EPA’s Air Quality Index, making it easy to see current conditions at
a glance.



When reviewing VOC data, Sole cautioned that because the sensors are low-cost, they
sometimes drift between calibrations. As a result, individual numbers may appear higher than
actual conditions. However, the sensors are very effective at showing fluctuations over time,
which makes it possible to identify spikes that indicate real events.

The RAAM 1 mobile monitoring vehicle also collects PM 2.5 and weather data. Its location can
be tracked through the data portal when it is in operation, giving the public real-time insights
into countywide air monitoring activities.

Finally, Sole noted that all of the county’s data is available for free download through the portal.
By scrolling to the bottom of the website, users can find a link to create an account, complete a
brief survey, and access downloadable data for their own use.

Here is the website link where you can access HCPCS’s CAMP Air Quality Dashboard: Harris
County PCS CAMP Website For general inquiries or to report a complaint, call 713-920-2831 or

email pollution.control@pcs.hctx.net.

The CAC is a forum for candid and constructive dialogue between those who live or work in La
Porte, Morgan’s Point, and Shoreacres and the managers of 41 chemical plants in La Porte. The
CAC welcomes visitors. It meets again on Tuesday, October 7th at 6:00 p.m. to hear about the
Annual Report on Air Emissions. Contact info@Ilaportecac.org if you wish to attend. The CAC
shares information about its meetings and presentations at www.laportecac.org.
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