


There were prominent headlines of the 1980s
and 1990s in Europe and North America,
when air pollutants from highly
industrialised regions caused widespread
damage to freshwater ecosystems far
downwind. In Europe about 30 countries
took part in tough negotiations that finally
brought about international treaties to reduce
emissions of sulphur and nitrogen oxides.
Sulphur deposition declined by more than
50% from 1980 to 2000, and some lakes and
streams have begun to recover as a result.
But recovery is slow and the process may be
increasingly influenced by climate change.

What is acidification?
Acidification is a process in which pollution
from factories and car exhausts is converted
into acidic chemical compounds in the
atmosphere, the best known being acid rain.
Acidification of soils and water is caused by
acid rain. Sulphur makes the largest
contribution, but nitrogen compounds are
also important.

Where did the problem come from?
The problem began in the 1850s with the
onset of the Industrial Revolution and the
accompanying surge in burning fossil fuels.
This caused a steady rise in the emission of
acidic pollutants to the atmosphere.
Legislations such as the Clean Air Act were
introduced through the 1950s and 1960s to
reduce emissions, but regulations really took
off in the late 1970s, when Scandinavia
targeted the UK as being responsible for the
acidification of their soils and lakes.








