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UNDERSTANDING INDIAN AIR QUALITY INDEX (AQI): 

In an attempt to make air quality measurement easier to understand, the ministry of 

environment and forests launched a National Air Quality Index (AQI). It will put out real 

time data about level of pollutants in the air and inform people about possible impacts on 

health. 

The index classifies air quality simply as good, satisfactory, moderately polluted, 

poor, very poor, and severe. Each band is represented by a colour code to visually express the 

level of severity that people can grasp easily. 

APPLICATIONS OF AIR QUALITY INDEX:  

Ott (1978) has listed the following six objectives that are served by an AQI: 

1. Resource Allocation: To assist administrators in allocating funds and determining 

priorities. Enable evaluation of trade-offs involved in alternative air pollution control 

strategies.  

2. Ranking of Locations: To assist in comparing air quality conditions at different 

locations/cities. Thus, pointing out areas and frequencies of potential hazards. 

3. Enforcement of Standards: To determine extent to which the legislative standards and 

existing criteria are being adhered. Also helps in identifying faulty standards and inadequate 

monitoring programs. 

4. Trend Analysis: To determine change in air quality (degradation or improvement) which 

have occurred over a specified period. This enables forecasting of air quality (i.e., tracking 

the behaviour of pollutants in air) and plan pollution control measures. 

 5. Public Information: To inform the public about environmental conditions (state of 

environment). It’s useful for people who suffer from illness aggravated or caused by air 

pollution. Thus it enables them to modify their daily activities at times when they are 

informed of high pollution levels.  

6. Scientific Research: As a means for reducing a large set of data to a comprehendible form 

that gives better insight to the researcher while conducting a study of some environmental 

phenomena. This enables more objective determination of the contribution of individual 



pollutants and sources to overall air quality. Such tools become more useful when used in 

conjunction with other sources such as local emission surveys.  

Briefly, an AQI is useful for:  

(i)general public to know air quality in a simplified way,  

(ii) a politician to invoke quick actions, 

(iii) a decision maker to know the trend of events and to chalk out corrective pollution control 

strategies,  

(iv) a government official to study the impact of regulatory actions, and  

(v) a scientist who engages in scientific research using air quality data. 

 

Table- 1: Pollutant Breakpoints 

 
 Table-2: Health Statements for AQI Categories 

 



 HOW IS AQI CALCULATED?  

1. The Sub-indices for individual pollutants at a monitoring location are calculated using its 

24-hourly average concentration value (8-hourly in case of CO and O3) and health 

breakpoint concentration range. The worst sub-index is the AQI for that location.  

2. All the eight pollutants may not be monitored at all the locations. Overall AQI is 

calculated only if data are available for minimum three pollutants out of which one should 

necessarily be either PM2.5 or PM10. Else, data are considered insufficient for 

calculating AQI. Similarly, a minimum of 16 hours’ data is considered necessary for 

calculating sub-index.  

3. The sub-indices for monitored pollutants are calculated and disseminated, even if data are 

inadequate for determining AQI. The Individual pollutant-wise sub-index will provide air 

quality status for that pollutant.  

 

The sub-index (Ip) for a given pollutant concentration (Cp), as based on ‘linear 

segmented principle’ is calculated as:  

CALCULATION AND INTERPRETATION OF AQI OF A STATION: 

I p= [{(IHI - ILO)/ (BHI -BLO)} * (Cp -BLO)] + ILO  

Where, 

BHI= Breakpoint concentration greater or equal to given conc.  

BLO= Breakpoint concentration smaller or equal to given conc.  

IHI = AQI value corresponding to BHI 

ILO = AQI value corresponding to BLO  

 

Finally; AQI = Maximam (Ip)                 (where; p= 1,2,...,n; denotes n pollutants) 

*************************************** 

For example,  

We take PM10 with concentration of 85μg/m3,  

BHI, BLO, IHI, ILO values from Greater Vancouver Air Quality Index (Table -1) and using 

equation   

Sub Index (Ip ) = {(100 – 50)/(100 – 50)}* (85- 50) + 50 = 85  

Similarly, Sub Index can be calculated for other pollutants as well and interpret (Table-2). 

 

 



Practical Work for students 



 
Similarly AQI calculated for other stations. 
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