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Columba Sainz used to spend more time outside with her two young 

daughters. When her husband got home from work in the evenings, the four of 

them would go directly to the nearby park in their neighborhood in Tempe. 

Sometimes they’d be there until 9 or 10 at night. 

“I don’t want my children to be inside the house, watching TV all day long,” 

Sainz said. “I want them to be outside, to keep their minds busy.” 

After about a year and a half in Tempe, Sainz was pregnant with a third child. 

Her husband’s commute from downtown Phoenix seemed to be getting longer. 

With a new baby on the way and two toddlers, she wanted the growing family 

to live closer to his work.  
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They moved to a neighborhood south of downtown. The house seemed 

perfect—it was across the street from a park and near a daycare. But then 

Sainz’s toddler started wheezing and coughing at night.  

“It was something that we’d never seen before,” Sainz said. “We were really 

panicked. We took her to the hospital the next day and the first question they 

asked me was, 'Does she have asthma or respiratory issues?' And I said 

no. They never linked it to the quality of the air.”  

South and west Phoenix have the worst air quality in the Valley. Maricopa 

County Air Quality Department uses monitors throughout the county to 

measure particulate matter, or PM, fine particles that are produced by 

vehicles, construction, industry, fireworks and wood burning. 

PM 2.5 are airborne particles small enough to enter the lungs and can trigger 

asthma attacks. Young children whose lungs are still developing, and elderly 

people with weakened lungs, are most at risk for health problems caused by 

PM 2.5. This dangerous fine particle pollution tends to increase during the 

holiday season as more people burn wood in fireplaces and outdoor pits, and 

set off fireworks to celebrate the new year.  
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