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Abstract
Acid rain is a significant environmental issue that results from the release of sulfur dioxide (SO₂) and nitrogen 

oxides (NOₓ) into the atmosphere, primarily due to industrial activities, burning of fossil fuels, and transportation. These 
pollutants combine with water vapor, oxygen, and other chemicals in the atmosphere to form sulfuric and nitric acids, 
which then fall to Earth as acid rain. This article explores the multifaceted impacts of acid rain on ecosystems and 
human health. It begins with a detailed explanation of acid rain formation and its composition. The discussion section 
highlights how acid rain affects soil, water bodies, forests, agricultural crops, and biodiversity. Furthermore, the effects 
on human health, particularly through contaminated water supplies and respiratory issues, are examined. The article 
concludes with recommendations for mitigating acid rain through policy measures, technological innovations, and 
public awareness.
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Introduction
Acid rain is a form of precipitation that has a low pH, typically 

less than 5.6, due to the presence of sulfuric and nitric acids. These 
acids originate from the oxidation of sulfur dioxide (SO₂) and nitrogen 
oxides (NOₓ) that are released into the atmosphere by both natural 
and anthropogenic processes. Human activities, especially the burning 
of fossil fuels in power plants, factories, and vehicles, contribute 
significantly to the emission of these pollutants, resulting in widespread 
environmental damage [1].

When acid rain falls, it has the potential to impact ecosystems in 
complex ways, from soil acidification to harm to aquatic life, plant 
health, and forest ecosystems. The effects on human health, while less 
direct, can be just as serious, particularly through contamination of 
water sources and exacerbation of respiratory conditions [2].

This article provides an in-depth examination of acid rain’s effects 
on ecosystems and human health. It explores the formation of acid 
rain, its environmental consequences, and its potential risks to human 
well-being. By understanding these impacts, we can better advocate for 
policies aimed at reducing emissions and mitigating the effects of acid 
rain [3].

Methodology
Formation of acid rain

Acid rain forms when sulfur dioxide (SO₂) and nitrogen oxides 
(NOₓ) are released into the atmosphere. These gases are primarily 
by-products of the combustion of fossil fuels, such as coal and oil, in 
industrial and power generation activities. Nitrogen oxides are also 
emitted from vehicle exhausts. Once in the atmosphere, sulfur dioxide 
and nitrogen oxides undergo complex chemical reactions with water 
vapor, oxygen, and other atmospheric components to produce sulfuric 
acid (H₂SO₄) and nitric acid (HNO₃). These acids then dissolve in 
water droplets or attach to particulate matter and fall to the Earth’s 
surface as acid rain, snow, fog, or dust [4].

The pH of normal rainwater is slightly acidic, with a pH of around 
5.6, due to natural carbonic acid. However, acid rain has a pH that is 
significantly lower, usually ranging from 4.2 to 4.5, depending on the 

concentration of sulfuric and nitric acids. This elevated acidity causes 
harm to both natural ecosystems and human-built environments [5].

Sulfuric acid (H₂SO₄)

Formed primarily from the oxidation of sulfur dioxide, this acid is 
a major contributor to acid rain.

Nitric acid (HNO₃)

Formed from the oxidation of nitrogen oxides, this acid also 
contributes significantly to the acidity of rain [6].

Other contaminants

Acid rain may also carry harmful metals like mercury and 
aluminum, which are toxic to both plants and animals [7].

Soil acidification

One of the most immediate effects of acid rain is soil acidification. 
As acid rain falls, it lowers the pH of the soil, making it more acidic. 
This disrupts the nutrient balance in the soil, leading to a decrease in 
the availability of essential nutrients like calcium and magnesium while 
increasing the solubility of toxic metals like aluminum. This can harm 
plant roots, limit their ability to absorb water and nutrients, and reduce 
plant growth. Forests, in particular, are vulnerable to soil acidification, 
as many trees rely on specific soil pH levels for optimal nutrient uptake. 
Over time, this can lead to a decline in forest health and productivity.

Water bodies

Acid rain has a profound effect on aquatic ecosystems. When acid 
rain enters rivers, lakes, and streams, it lowers the pH of the water, 
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leading to a phenomenon known as “acidification” of freshwater 
systems. Aquatic organisms, including fish, amphibians, and 
invertebrates, are highly sensitive to pH changes. For example, fish 
eggs may fail to hatch at a pH below 5.0, and adult fish can suffer from 
impaired respiration and weakened immune systems when exposed 
to acidic waters. Acidification also reduces biodiversity in aquatic 
ecosystems, as only certain species are able to tolerate the low pH 
conditions, leading to a decrease in overall species diversity [8].

Vegetation and plant life

Acid rain can damage plants in several ways. It directly harms 
plant leaves by stripping away essential nutrients and causing lesions. 
Over time, this reduces photosynthetic efficiency, making it harder for 
plants to produce the energy they need for growth and reproduction. 
Additionally, soil acidification affects the microbial community in the 
soil, which is crucial for the breakdown of organic matter and nutrient 
cycling. This disruption can lead to nutrient imbalances that further 
weaken plant health. Crops such as wheat, corn, and soybeans are 
especially vulnerable to the effects of acid rain, which can lead to lower 
yields and reduced agricultural productivity [9].

Biodiversity loss

Acid rain contributes to biodiversity loss by altering habitats and 
disrupting food webs. Species that are not adapted to acidic conditions 
face extinction, while those that can survive in lower pH conditions 
may proliferate, leading to imbalanced ecosystems. The reduction of 
forest cover due to acid rain also means that wildlife dependent on 
these ecosystems loses their habitat, leading to further declines in 
biodiversity.

Forests

Acid rain has long been a concern for forest ecosystems, particularly 
in areas where industrial emissions are high. Forests are often located 
at higher altitudes, where acid rain is more concentrated, leading to 
severe damage. Trees such as spruce, birch, and maple are particularly 
vulnerable to acidification of the soil and the direct effects of acid rain 
on their leaves and needles. Over time, this can result in deforestation, 
as trees die off or become more susceptible to disease and pest attacks 
[10].

Discussion
Respiratory issues

While acid rain does not directly harm humans, the pollutants 
that contribute to acid rain—sulfur dioxide (SO₂) and nitrogen oxides 
(NOₓ)—are harmful to human health when inhaled. These pollutants 
can irritate the respiratory tract, leading to conditions such as asthma, 
bronchitis, and other chronic respiratory diseases. Long-term exposure 
to elevated levels of sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxides can also 
exacerbate cardiovascular conditions.

Water contamination

Acid rain can indirectly affect human health by contaminating 
water supplies. When acid rain seeps into groundwater and surface 
water bodies, it can alter the chemical composition of the water, 
making it unsafe for consumption. For example, acidification can cause 
the release of toxic metals like aluminum, which are harmful to human 
health. Additionally, low pH can interfere with the purification process 
of water in treatment plants, making it more difficult to ensure that 
drinking water is safe. Contaminated water can lead to gastrointestinal 

disorders, skin irritations, and other health issues.

Agricultural impacts

Acid rain can affect crop yields and the quality of food products, 
as it harms the soil and plants. Reduced agricultural productivity can 
lead to food shortages, malnutrition, and higher food prices, indirectly 
affecting public health. In areas where crops are heavily dependent 
on rainfall, acid rain can have long-term economic and health 
consequences.

Infrastructure damage

The pollutants that cause acid rain can also damage infrastructure, 
including buildings, bridges, and vehicles. This damage often requires 
expensive repairs and contributes to environmental degradation. 
Though this effect is more economic than directly health-related, it can 
have long-term public health implications, particularly in areas where 
infrastructure is essential for accessing healthcare, clean water, and 
sanitation.

Conclusion
Acid rain is a complex environmental issue with wide-ranging 

impacts on ecosystems and human health. The formation of acid rain 
from sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxides has a direct and harmful effect 
on soil, water bodies, forests, and biodiversity. Soil acidification, the 
disruption of freshwater ecosystems, and the decline of plant and forest 
health are among the most visible ecological consequences. In terms 
of human health, acid rain contributes to respiratory problems, water 
contamination, and agricultural losses, indirectly threatening public 
well-being.

Efforts to reduce acid rain must focus on decreasing the emissions 
of sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxides. This can be achieved through 
stricter emissions regulations, cleaner energy sources, and greater 
public awareness of the environmental and health impacts of these 
pollutants. International agreements such as the 1990 U.S. Clean Air 
Act Amendments, which led to reductions in sulfur dioxide emissions, 
have shown promising results in curbing acid rain. Continued progress 
will require ongoing policy efforts, technological innovations, and 
public commitment to preserving both environmental and human 
health.

References
1. Abraham WM, Kim CS, King MM, Oliver W, Yerger L (1982) Effects of nitric 

acid on carbachol reactivity of the airways in normal and allergic sheep. Arch 
Environ Health 37: 36-40. 

2. Alarie YC, Krumm AA, Busey WM, Urich CE, Kantz RJ (1975) Long-term 
exposure to sulfur dioxide, sulfuric acid mist, fly ash, and their mixtures. Results 
of Studies in Monkeys and guinea pigs. Arch Environ Health 30: 254-262.

3. Alarie Y, Busey WM, Krumm AA, Ulrich CE (1973) Long-term continuous 
exposure to sulfuric acid mist in cynomolgus monkeys and guinea pigs. Arch 
Environ Health 27: 16-24.

4. Alfrey AC, LeGendre GR, Kaehny WD (1976) The dialysis encephalopathy 
syndrome. Possible aluminum intoxication. N Engl J Med 294: 184-188. 

5. Amdur MO, Dubriel M, Creasia DA (1978) Respiratory response of guinea pigs 
to low levels of sulfuric acid. Environ Res 15: 418-423. 

6. Amin-Zaki L, Elhassani S, Majeed MA, Clarkson TW, Doherty RA, et al. (1974) 
Intra-uterine methylmercury poisoning in Iraq. Pediatrics 54: 587-595. 

7. Arze RS, Parkinson IS, Cartlidge NE, Britton P, Ward MK (1981) Reversal of 
aluminium dialysis encephalopathy after desferrioxamine treatment. Lancet 12: 
1116. 

8. Avol EL, Jones MP, Bailey RM, Chang NM, Kleinman MT, et al. (1979) 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00039896.1982.10667530
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00039896.1982.10667530
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00039896.1975.10666692
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00039896.1975.10666692
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00039896.1975.10666692
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00039896.1973.10666301
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00039896.1973.10666301
https://www.nejm.org/doi/abs/10.1056/NEJM197601222940402
https://www.nejm.org/doi/abs/10.1056/NEJM197601222940402
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/0013935178901226
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/0013935178901226
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-94-011-6621-8_37
https://hero.epa.gov/hero/index.cfm/reference/details/reference_id/2064927'
https://hero.epa.gov/hero/index.cfm/reference/details/reference_id/2064927'


Citation: Zhong S (2024) The Impact of Acid Rain on Ecosystems and Human Health. J Marine Sci Res Dev 14: 480.

Page 3 of 3

J Marine Sci Res Dev, an open access journal Volume 14 • Issue 6 • 1000480

Controlled exposures of human volunteers to sulfate aerosols. Health effects 
and aerosol characterization. Am Rev Respir Dis 120: 319-327. 

9. Busch RH, Buschbom RL, Cannon WC, Lauhala KE, Miller FJ, et al. (1984) 

Effects of ammonium sulfate aerosol exposure on lung structure of normal and 
elastase-impaired rats and guinea pigs. Environ Res 33: 454-472. 

10. Chen LC, Schlesinger RB (1983) Response of the bronchial mucociliary 
clearance system in rabbits to inhaled sulfite and sulfuric acid aerosols. Toxicol 
Appl Pharmacol 71: 123-131. 

https://www.atsjournals.org/doi/abs/10.1164/arrd.1979.120.2.319
https://www.atsjournals.org/doi/abs/10.1164/arrd.1979.120.2.319
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/0013935184900422
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/0013935184900422
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/0041008X83900510
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/0041008X83900510

	Corresponding author
	Abstract 

