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The chemistry of airplane air EE-)GRAPHICS

About to board a flight? This graphic looks at the chemistry that cleans the air you breathe on a
plane, as well as the reactions that produce oxygen in an emergency.

Breaking down ozone Emergency oxygen

Airplanes cruisein the lower
stratosphere, where the ozone
concentration is slightly higher

than at ground level. This can
lead toincreased ozone levels
in the aircraft's cabin, which can

A chemical system produces the
oxygen provided by masks that
drop from an airplane’s ceiling

during an emergency. Pulling
the mask downreleases afiring
pin from the oxygen generator.

cause headaches and breathing

problems. Ozone can also react

with compounds in skin oils to
formirritant aldehydes.
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Airliners pressurize their Oxygen out

onboard air to make flights
more comfortable.
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Thisrelease ignites a mixture of
an oxidizer (commonly sodium
chlorate) and iron powder.
The heat from burningiron
decomposes the oxidizer, a
process that produces oxygen.
The generator produces oxygen
for 15-20 min, long enough for the
plane to descend to an altitude at
which ambient airis breathable.

3 Troposphere

Many planes use devices to
convertozonein airinto oxygen
before it enters the cabin. They

also reduce cabin odors.

Cabin airis a mix of fresh air from
outside and filtered inside air and
isrenewed up to 30 times an hour.
High-efficiency particulate air
filters remove bacteria, fungi,
and viruses.
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