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about air pollution, 
COVID-19 and NCDs
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Ambient air pollution

4.2 million deaths/year

Household air pollution

3.8 million deaths/year

Air pollution is a health issue

7 million
deaths per year
as a result of ambient and household 
air pollution exposure



Air pollution : 

the basics
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WHO (1958). Air pollution: fifth 
report of the Expert Committee on 
Environmental Sanitation. Geneva:  
World  Health  Organization  (WHO  
Technical  Report  Series,  No.  157).

In the beginning there 
was…

1. A little bit of history 



Milestones on air quality and 
health

1958
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2014

2015 
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2020

WHO Technical reports

WHO Air Quality 

Guidelines

WHO Guidelines 

for Indoor Air 

Quality

WHA Resolution 68.8

First WHO Global Conference on Air Pollution and Health 

First UN Day of Clean Air for blue sky 



Geographical distribution of 
published research in outdoor air 
pollution and respiratory health 
(1900-2017)

Sweileh et al. Multidisciplinary Respiratory 

Medicine (2018)



Number of publications / year with 
key words “Air pollution and health” 
in PubMed, 1950-August 2019 
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(Almost) every organ is affected

Slide courtesy of Annette Peters
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Eye diseases

2. Health effects of Particulate Matter 



10

Air quality in cities Clean energy access
Mortality from air 

pollution

Global monitoring and reporting

3. There is enough data on exposure and health impacts  

91% of the world 

is exposed 
3 billion people 

rely on polluting 

fuels

7 million deaths
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• Increasing number of air quality data

• Increasing interest from countries to 

share data

• Increase in all regions, but mostly in 

Europe
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Number of cities and towns with PM10 and/or PM2.5 measurements in the WHO air quality database

Increase in publicly available 
information & monitoring of air quality

PM2.5/10: Particulate matter of a diameter equal or less than 2.5/10 microns



12

… but often missing or incomplete

Beyond PM monitoring, source 
apportionment is crucial
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Uptake of WHO AQG in air quality 
standards – PM2.5

App: https://whoairquality.shinyapps.io/AirQualityStandards/

3. The WHO AQGs summarize the evidence for further policy action   

https://whoairquality.shinyapps.io/AirQualityStandards/


OVER 40 countries and 70 cities

representing 750 million people

answered WHO’s call to provide citizens 

with CLEAN AIR by 2030. 



Analytical tools to support Health and Economic 
Impact Assessments and policy choices

Development and application of analytical tools to support the assessment of the health and economic impacts of interventions in key 

sectors, including on transport, household energy, green space and land-use, solid waste management (open source, flexible, evidence-

based tools)

AirQ+ (air pollution)

ISThAT (transportation)

HEAT (walking and cycling)

GreenUR (green space)

HOMES (household energy)

4.  Tools exist to engage with other sectors  



Air pollution & NCDs
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Mortality from air pollution, 2016

7 millions deaths – 89% are non communicable disease

1,463 
21%

1,311 
18%

2,394 
34%

484 
7%

1,393 
20%

Acute lower respiratory infections

Chronic obstructive pulmonary
disease
Ischaemic heart disease

Lung cancer

Stroke



Air pollution moves up on the global 
NCD agenda – moving towards policy 
options to address air pollution

Air pollution is the second leading 
cause of deaths from 

noncommunicable diseases (NCDs), 

after tobacco-smoking.



Best buys for tackling NCDs



Air pollution as part of NCD 
coordination at country level 

 Platform for UN and non-state actors to effectively collaborate on NCDs and the 
environment, with specific focus on Air Pollution. 

 Have standard operating procedures for joint programming missions of the Task 
Force on air pollution and NCDs. 

 Join NCD programming missions to address air pollution/environmental determinants 
and health. 

 Mapping existing networks (NGOs, medical societies, countries, cities etc) and 
agreements that are working towards reducing air pollution levels in order to 
determine how the UN system as a whole can contribute to ongoing efforts. 

 Further contribute to the development of NCD/pollution investment cases (building on 
NCD investment case work done to date) after completion of the interventions of 
catalogue

Thematic Working Group on NCDs and the Environment 



Air pollution & COVID-19
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• The potential links between exposure to poor air quality 

and vulnerability to the impacts of COVID-19 are being 

investigated by the health and scientific community

• Air pollution is known to have detrimental effects on the 

respiratory and cardiovascular systems, as well as 

impacts other diseases that have been shown to raise 

the risk of COVID-19 severity.

• It is hence crucial to consider improved air quality as an 

additional measure to help reduce the burden placed on 

people’s health as well as healthcare systems.
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What do we know ?



• Define near-term and longer-term research priorities for 

strengthening the knowledge on the links between air 

pollution and COVID-19, including the impact on the 

lockdown and reopening measures. 

• In any case, it is crucial to continue to strengthen 

measures, laws, and standards needed to prevent and 

control air pollution emissions. 

• COVID-19 pandemic is an opportunity for a healthy 

recovery*, especially given the synergies with climate 

change and air pollution agendas
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What can we do now ?

*WHO Manifesto for a healthy recovery:

https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/who-manifesto-for-a-healthy-recovery-from-covid-19

https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/who-manifesto-for-a-healthy-recovery-from-covid-19


Conclusions
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Health Sector is a key player in 

addressing air pollution

• Synthetize evidence

• Develop evidence-based guidelines supporting effective interventions

• Use Health Impact Assessment (HIA) and other tools to assess 

policies and their health impacts

• Guide, define and monitor exposure and health indicators to 

measure results and contribute tracking to the SDGs (7.1.2, 11.6.2, 

3.9.1)

• Advocate for actions that prevent death and disease - raise the level 

of ambition

• Act as convening power for Ministries of Health, Energy and 

Environment to effectively address public health issues



Equipping health care workers to 
address air pollution issues

Community Health Workers starting their daily routine in 
Cajamarca, Peru. Photo credit: PAHO Peru



• There is plenty of evidence on air pollution and health, 

and there is no excuse to wait for more

• Beyond monitoring, sources of air pollution need to be 

identified to target key sectors and develop healthy 

policies

• Tools to assess the health impacts of sectoral policies exist 

• COVID-19 pandemic is an opportunity for a healthy 

recovery*, especially given the synergies with climate 

change and air pollution agendas
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KEY MESSAGES

*WHO Manifesto for a healthy recovery:

https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/who-manifesto-for-a-healthy-recovery-from-covid-19

https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/who-manifesto-for-a-healthy-recovery-from-covid-19


WHO page for the UN Clean Air Day:

https://www.who.int/news-room/events/detail/2020/09/07/default-calendar/international-day-of-

clean-air-for-blue-skies

Videos on air pollution and health :

https://www.who.int/teams/environment-climate-change-and-health/air-quality-and-

health/videos/mosaic

Thank you


