
Can you see the Great Milky Way where you live? Most Americans cannot.
The greatest vista known to humankind is obscured by the veil of light pol-
lution that shrouds all but the least developed regions on Earth.

From the quality of life to life itself, there is not one person who is not
affected in some way by pollution. Pollution affects our ability to swim in
local waters or enjoy clear views in our national parks. More critically, pollu-
tion is responsible for waterborne diseases, birth defects, increased cancer
incidence, and neurological problems ranging from loss of intelligence to
madness itself. Pollution can kill instantly—over 8,000 died in just three days
when methyl isocynate leaked from the Union Carbide facility in Bhopal,
India—or it can take decades for the full impact to be known. Indeed, the
number of lives cut short by the radiation released when the Chernobyl
nuclear reactor exploded in the Ukraine in 1986 is still being counted.

The other fundamental truth about pollution is that we have no one to
blame for it but ourselves. Yes, there are natural causes of pollution, and we
include an article on Natural Disasters, but the preponderance of pollutant
threats are anthropogenic—caused by man. From lead in paint to mercury in
water, PCBs in rivers to VOCs in the atmosphere, from CFCs to greenhouse
gases, the sources of pollution can be traced to the decisions of industry, gov-
ernment and, ultimately, the individual consumer/voter.

With that in mind, one entry deserves special mention. Lifestyle is less 
an article than an opinion essay. Its inclusion is meant to challenge the
reader’s social choices, to ask you to consider how your own personal life-
style affects the environment. Do you use bottled ketchup or individual
packets? Do you ride to school in an SUV or take a bus? The fact is that 
just as every person on the planet is affected by pollution, so each of us
directly and indirectly creates pollution. Some of us just create more of it
than others.

One caution: if you are looking to these volumes for the answers to all
questions about pollution and its effects on human and environmental health,
you will be disappointed. There are dozens—perhaps hundreds—of toxic
substances, for example, for which we do not have health-based standards,
meaning we do not know what is a “safe” level of exposure. And if we know
little about these contaminants individually, we know virtually nothing about
the cumulative (synergistic) impact of multi-contaminant exposure. Perhaps
the most important thing we have learned in the last half-century is how little
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we know. There is no shortage of discovery left for the next generation to
undertake.

Organization of the Material
As its title would suggest, Pollution A to Z is organized alphabetically with 264
articles presented in two volumes. Articles are cross-referenced. Authors
were aware of (and sometimes wrote) related articles and, for the fullest
understanding, the reader is encouraged to explore at least one level beyond
the subject first selected. This is made easier with the inclusion of cross-
references at the end of many articles. You will find that articles are balanced
between hard science and social science. You can research the contaminants
that pollute a river, learn the health impacts of the pollution, and then trace
society’s response, from activism through the political process required to
enact legislation to the enforcement that ultimately slows or reverses the pol-
lution.

Each entry has been commissioned especially for this work. Our con-
tributors are drawn primarily from the ranks of academia and government,
each chosen for his or her particular experience and expertise. Who better,
for instance, to write about the first Earth Day than Denis Hayes, the man
who organized it. Equally important, our authors were chosen for having the
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uncommon ability to make their knowledge accessible to advanced high
school students and university undergraduates. We also provide a glossary in
the back matter of each volume, summarizing the definitions of the terms in
the margins throughout the set.

The two volumes are richly illustrated with charts, tables, maps, and line
drawings. Each, along with the many photographs, was selected to amplify
the text it accompanies. Historic photographs such as the one taken at noon
during Donora, Pennsylvania’s, killer smog are especially important; they
convey far more about the state of our environment at its nadir than any
words could. Finally, articles include selected lists of additional resources.
The lists focus on materials that students can reasonably expect to locate, and
each contains at least one Internet reference.
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unflinching support, and to Marie-Claire Antoine, Michael J. McGandy,
Shawn Corridor, Patti Brecht, and Frank Castronova. Their gracious
patience, from the initial vision through searching for just the right authors
to the endless tweaking of content, has been a much-appreciated constant.
No one, of course, has been more patient than my wife, Andrea, and son,
Matthew, who forgave me so many nights at the computer.

I trace my appreciation for the environment to growing up on a small
New England dairy farm. To work the land is to connect with it; the intimate
relationship between air, water, land, and life is seen every aspect of life. I
have left the land behind now, both figuratively—I work in the city—and lit-
erally—for relaxation, we sail. It is the sailing that now seeds me with the
environment, and it is a bittersweet connection. We sail by the grace of
nature, propelled by balancing the forces of wind and water. But we sail in a
nature disgraced by humans. To depart the harbor, we must first breach the
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trash line, a floating windrow of plastic bottles, styrofoam cups, paper trash,
old tires and worse. And the return means putting the clear ocean sky behind
us to head instead for the orange-brown smudge that heralds yet another
urban ozone-alert day.

My son, Matthew, is thirteen as I write this. He and his generation are
making their own connections with the environment. My hope is that the
information presented here will in some small way help them to be better
stewards than their parents were.

Richard M. Stapleton
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