Partnering to Solve Pollution Problems

Backgrounder on The Lancet Commission on Pollution and Health
**Embargo: 23.30 [UK time] Thursday 19th October 2017**
This report has a great deal of data and
analysis. Here are some additional key points
to consider.
1. This is a unique publication in that it is
the first to analyze all forms (air, water, soil,
occupational) of pollution and its health,
economic and social impacts.

This Lancet report was conceived to bring
attention to pollution’s enormous impact,
notice that we have not paid sufficient
attention to it, and show that it is solvable.
The concept was developed by Rich Fuller of
Pure Earth, and Dr. Philip Landrigan of Mt
Sinai, co-chairs of the Commission. They
can be contacted directly as follows

Many organizations were involved as partners
Rich Fuller – fuller@pureearth.org
and supporters of this effort.
Office: +1 (212) 870 3490
They include:
Global Alliance on Health and Pollution with Dr Philip Landrigan phil.landrigan@mssm.edu
50 members, including government
Office - +1 (212) 241 5959
agencies from over 20 countries (see
www.gahp.net/members/), European
Commission, The World Bank, Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, National Institute
of Environmental Health Sciences, Health and Environment Alliance, Environmental Defense
Fund, World Resources Institute/Access Initiative, Environmental Working Group, Global
Alliance for Clean Cookstoves, CIESIN, Earth Institute, Resources for the Future, Indian
Institute of Technology Delhi, UN Environment, UNDP, UNIDO, National Geographic, and
more.
2. Although 1 in 6 deaths is a startling figure, it’s an undercount.
The low and middle-income countries with the worst pollution problems lack the public health
resources to diagnose and document pollution-related disease. The data presenting in this
report, although startling, is an underestimation.
According to Richard Fuller, President of Pure Earth and co-chair of the Commission,
“Most of the data is based on analyses that are very conservative. Many toxins are not
included in the analysis, simply because there has not been enough research to
calculate the burden of disease. The report does not include impacts related to
endocrine disruptors, or asbestos for example. And many aspects of exposure are also
not included, for the same reason – insufficient research. Available data does not
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include lead’s impact from toxic sites like Flint Michigan, or Kabwe, Zambia. Yet these
populations experience enormous health impacts.”
Fuller adds, “Kabwe is just one example. Our investigators have measured thousands of
sites in the past decade where high levels of toxic chemical pollution in the soil, water
and air are causing disease and death. Very little of this makes its way into formal public
health data collection systems. Increasing investment at the intersection of health and
environment to combat pollution will yield a very high return on investment for
economies, natural resources and human health.”
More research is needed to properly quantify exposures, and better understand health
impacts. Air pollution has benefited from satellite data analysis. A similar program for soil is
being explored with Google Earth and others. Report partners are investigating ways to
harness technology to accelerate the identification, measurement and visualization of pollution,
including public data services like www.pollution.org. Google and other technology and data
science organizations such as DataKind, Air Visual, Air and Space Evidence and CIESIN are
contributing ideas to develop approaches to stem this environmental and health crisis.
3. Pollution disproportionately kills the poor, and children are the most vulnerable.
Children face the highest risks. Small exposures to chemicals in utero and in early childhood
can result in disease, lifelong disability and death. Because they are smaller, they take in more
toxins, pound for pound. They are also more likely to consume toxic soil and waste, as they
play outside and close to the ground.
4. Pollution control is underfunded.
Despite significant health impacts, the international development and health agendas have
largely overlooked pollution. Funding is sparse when compared to resources for infectious
disease and other environmental issues. No large foundations nor bilateral aid agencies
currently include environmental health and pollution as a key focal area.
5. Pollution-related disease has been largely ignored in the public health consensus to
prioritize Non-Communicable Diseases (NCDs).
Despite the fact that more than 70% of the diseases caused by pollution are noncommunicable, interventions against pollution are barely mentioned in the Global Action Plan
for the Prevention and Control of Non-Communicable Diseases.
6. The environmental crisis experienced in the US and Western Europe in the 1970’s from
industrial pollution is now occurring in low- and middle-income countries. (See
attachment with historic EPA images of these cities 40 years ago compared to what cities in
LMICs look like now.) Rapid economic growth in emerging economies, the export of polluting
industries to countries with weak regulations, along with vast small-scale informal industrial
operations, have all contributed to this crisis.
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“We all need to remember what it was like in the US prior to the creation of the EPA;
before the 1970’s when we began to invest in pollution control and cleanup. Air quality in
Cleveland, Pittsburg, Los Angeles and other cities was atrocious. The Cuyahoga River
had caught fire multiple times. Children living next to lead smelters belching out smoke
were being poisoned. Residential neighborhoods like Love Canal had toxic chemical
sludge bubbling to the soil surface and into homeowner’s basements - we had it all,”
says former US EPA Administrator, Gina McCarthy, Senior Advisor to the Global Alliance
on Health and Pollution and the Commission on Pollution.
“These images from the US not too long ago look similar to the images we see today in
Indonesia, Brazil, Nigeria and other nations. We’ve made a lot of progress in the past 40
years, but we have more work to do. Now is not the time to go backwards in the US or to
ignore the public health risks posed by climate change.“ says McCarthy.

“We also need to help other countries, not only for the benefit it will bring them, but
pollution knows no boundaries and we must all work together to address the challenges
that pollution poses to our health and the health of our planet,” McCarthy added.
“Reducing pollution also makes sense from an economic perspective. Since 1970, every
$1 invested in reducing air pollution has returned of $30 in public health benefits. Higher
IQs from removing lead from gasoline have returned $200 billion each year since 1980,
totaling $6 trillion,” McCarthy explained.
“And over the past 8 years,” McCarthy added, “the US has reduced greenhouse gas
emissions to 1994 levels while creating 1 million new jobs and growing the economy for
75 straight months. Environmental protection and a strong economy go hand in
hand. That's why we need to keep the US EPA strong and in the forefront of international
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efforts to protect people from pollution by sharing our knowledge and expertise in
countries lacking the resources to build robust environmental protection programs."
7. Health and Pollution Action Planning- Creating Road Maps to End Pollution
As the country level data and analysis from the Commission researchers was being compiled,
the Health and Pollution Action Planning (HPAP) process was launched in 2016 to use this
data. This initiative engages a cross-section of relevant government agencies (Environment,
Health, Development, Industry, Transport, Mines, and Finance) the World Bank, UNEP, UNDP,
as well as potential donors.
During an HPAP workshop, country-specific data on the health and economic impacts of
pollution from the Commission research is presented as well as a methodology to enable
countries to prioritize pollution within their own development policies, determine the most costeffective investments and prioritize focused interventions in pollution control.
Coordinated by Pure Earth staff, Thailand and Madagascar initiated the HPAP process in 2016
and early 2017. The government of Colombia just held an initial meeting. Ten additional
countries have submitted requests to begin the process in 2017 and 2018.
Richard Fuller says, “We are discovering with the HPAP process, it’s the first time multiple
government ministries have all gotten together in one room to solve a problem impacting their
country. It’s incredibly positive and empowering.”

Concluding quote from Richard Fuller:
“You know, it’s strange. Pollution is something we put out into the world, something toxic,
because we are industrious. And then, that toxin comes right back and poisons us, our
neighbors, our children. The impact is huge - at least one death in every six. It’s just too
much. Especially because we know it need not be that bad. There are proven strategies that
can be used in the short-term to control pollution. Transitioning to a circular economic model,
employing clean manufacturing methods is the long-term solution. But until we get there, lowcost options are available now that will allow us be productive and not poison ourselves or our
children.”
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