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Health Indicators
Environmental Health

People have a reciprocal 
relationship with the 
surrounding environment – 
each influencing the health of 
the other. The World Health 
Organization estimates that 
globally nearly one-quarter of 
premature deaths and overall 
disease burden (years of healthy 
life lost) can be attributed to 
modifiable environmental 
factors.1 These environmental 
factors include physical, 
chemical and biological hazards 
that directly affect health 
and also increase unhealthy 
behaviors.

Children, elderly persons, and 
those with chronic lung or heart 
conditions are particularly 
sensitive to poor environmental 
quality.2 Air pollution (indoor 
and outdoor) has been linked 
to decreased lung function and 
worsening of conditions such as 
asthma, and radon is linked to 
lung cancer. For drinking water, 
certain contaminants such as 
bacteria and viruses can cause 
acute gastrointestinal illness, 
while others (like metals or 
solvents) may become a health 
concern after years of exposure 
to levels above standards 
set by the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA). 
The built environment refers 
to man-made resources and 
infrastructure intended to 
support human activity.3 
However, the built environment 
can also pose health risks, 
and create barriers to healthy 
behaviors such as physical 
activity. 

How is it measured? 
Environmental health 
indicators have been compiled 
by the Colorado Department of 
Public Health and Environment 
(CDPHE). CDPHE uses air 
monitoring stations around the 
state to collect data on ozone 
levels and PM2.5 (particles 2.5 
micrometers and smaller), 
which includes very small 
particles of dust, dirt, smoke, 
and soot that can get deep 
into the lungs. The National 
Ambient Air Quality Standards 
are federal limits for allowable 
levels of these air pollutants.  
Because the values are 
measured from fixed geographic 
points, the data can only reflect 
air quality at those specific 
locations, not the actual air 
quality of the entire county.

For drinking water, CDPHE 
collects data from certified 
laboratories that perform 
required testing of public 
drinking water systems; data is 
readily available from a subset 
of public water systems called 
‘community water systems,’ 
which is a system that provides 
drinking water to at least 25 
people or more year-round 
in their residences. Arsenic 
and nitrates are two elements 
that are routinely tested in 
Colorado drinking water 
systems. Information regarding 
household sources of water is 
collected through the Behavioral 
Risk Factor Surveillance System 
(BRFSS), a state-based survey of 
adults. BRFSS also collects data 

about radon awareness; other 
data on measuring radon levels 
comes from results of indoor 
radon tests that are done by 
homeowners. Statistics related 
to transportation are obtained 
from the United States Census 
Bureau.

How are we doing in El 
Paso County? 
For the period 2006 to 2010, 
the average annual level of 
PM2.5 measured within El 
Paso County remained below 
the federal standard of 15 
micrograms per cubic meter 
(Figure 1).4 Ground level ozone 
is the major component of 
what is referred to as smog. For 
ozone levels, Figure 2 illustrates 
favorable trends in El Paso 
County between 2006 and 2010, 
showing a decreasing number of 
days per year that the county’s 
average daily ozone levels 
exceeded the national standard 
levels.4 Automotive traffic is 
an important contributor to 
air pollutants, particularly in 
urban areas. In El Paso County 
in 2010, people 16 years of age 
and older either drove (77.6 
percent) or carpooled to work 
(9.1 percent); less than 1 percent 
used public transportation and 
about 5 percent walked to get to 
work (Table 1).5

Radon is a colorless, odorless, 
radioactive gas that forms 
naturally in soil. Radon is 
known to cause lung cancer and 
can seep into homes through 
cracks and openings in floors 
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and crawl spaces.6 While indoor 
radon testing of homes is not 
mandated in Colorado, 36.0 
percent of adults in El Paso 
County stated they had their 
home tested for radon as of 
2009.7 For many counties in 
Colorado (including El Paso), 
40 to 60 percent of homes 
tested for radon showed results 
above the EPA action level of 
four picocuries per liter (Figure 
3).6

The Safe Drinking Water Act 
regulates acceptable levels 
of contaminants in drinking 
water obtained through public 
water systems.8 However, this 
federal law does not apply to 
private wells serving less than 
25 people. In 2009, one out of 
ten adults in El Paso County 
reported having a private 
well as the main source of 
their household water.9 The 
remainder were primarily 
served by public water systems. 
People drinking water from 
a private well are responsible 
for having the well tested for 

common contaminants such as 
arsenic, nitrates, and bacteria.

Arsenic is an element that 
occurs naturally in rocks and 
soil and can be present in 
drinking water in Colorado.8 
The most concerning health 
effects of arsenic are those 
that can occur after long-term 
exposure over many years. 
Chronic arsenic exposure may 
increase the risk of certain 
cancers, skin changes, nerve 
problems, or problems with the 
circulatory system. The EPA 
has set the standard for the 
maximum contaminant level 
for arsenic in drinking water 
at 10 micrograms per liter. In 
2010, 92 percent of community 
water systems (44 of 48 total 
systems) had arsenic testing 
results available and all showed 
an average level below five 
micrograms per liter.8

Nitrate is a naturally occurring 
chemical found in soil and 
water; excessive nitrate levels 
in drinking water can result 

from runoff due to industrial 
use of fertilizer, leakage from 
sewage and septic tanks, or 
decaying natural material 
(such as animal waste).8 Young 
infants suffer the most severe 
consequence of excessive nitrate 
exposure by affecting the body’s 
ability to carry oxygen in the 
blood. As with arsenic, the 
EPA sets the standard for the 
maximum nitrate concentration 
in drinking water, which is 
currently 10 milligrams per 
liter. In 2009, 85 percent of 
community water systems 
(41 of 48 total systems) in El 
Paso County had available 
data and all results showed an 
average nitrate level below five 
milligrams per liter.8  ▪

Figure 1. Annual average level of PM2.5 in El Paso County, 2006 to 2010
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U.S. standard is 15 micrograms per cubic meter
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Figure 2. Number of days per year the 
average daily ozone levels exceeded United 

States standard ozone concentrations, 
El Paso County 2006 to 2010

Table 1. Primary means of 
transportation to work among 

people 16 years of age and older, 
El Paso County 2010  

Figure 3. Percent of indoor air radon tests above the Environmental Protection Agency 
action level of 4 picocuries per liter, by county, 2005 to 2009 
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U.S. standard is 0.075 parts per million

Means of transportation Percent of workers

Drove alone – car, truck, or van 77.6%

Carpooled – car, truck, or van 9.1%

Public transportation (excluding taxicab) 0.9%

Walked 4.9%

Other means 1.7%

Worked at home 5.8%


