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Partnering to Solve Pollution Problems 

THE LANCET COMMISSION ON POLLUTION + HEALTH - MAIN MESSAGES 
**Embargo: 23.30 [UK time] Thursday 19th October 2017** 

 

1. Pollution causes 16% of all deaths globally.  

Diseases caused by pollution were responsible in 2015 for an estimated 9 million premature deaths - 

16% of all deaths worldwide – three times more deaths than AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria combined; 

and fifteen times more than all wars and other forms of violence. It kills more people than smoking, 

hunger and natural disasters. In some countries, it accounts for one in four deaths.     

 

2. Pollution disproportionately kills the poor and the vulnerable.  

Nearly 92% of pollution-related deaths occur in low- and middle-income countries. Within countries, 

pollution’s toll is greatest in poor and marginalized communities. Children face the highest risks 

because small exposures to chemicals in utero and in early childhood can result in lifelong disease and, 

disability, premature death, as well as reduced learning and earning potential. 

 

3. Pollution is closely tied to climate change and biodiversity. 

Fossil fuel combustion in higher-income countries and the burning of biomass in lower-income 

countries accounts for 85% of airborne particulate pollution. Major emitters of carbon dioxide are coal-

fired power plants, chemical producers, mining operations, and vehicles.  Accelerating the switch to 

cleaner sources of energy will reduce air pollution and improve human and planetary health. 

 

4. Pollution is neglected by funding agencies worldwide. 

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 include environmental health and pollution as a focal area. 

Pollution control will also advance several of the Sustainable Development Goals. 

 

Despite the fact that more than 70% of the diseases caused by pollution are non-communicable, 

interventions against pollution are barely mentioned in the Global Action Plan for the Prevention and 

Control of Non-Communicable Diseases. 
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5. The cost of inaction is high, while solutions can yield economic gains.  

Spending on pollution-related diseases accounts for up to 7% of health budgets in middle-income 

countries. Welfare costs from pollution are estimated to be $4.6 trillion per year – equivalent to 6.2% of 

global GDP.   

 

In the United States, each dollar invested in air pollution control has returned an estimated $30 (USD) in 

benefits (range, $4 - $88) since 1970. Higher IQs and increased productivity from removing lead from 

gasoline has returned an estimated $200 billion (range, $110-$300 billion) each year since 1980 ($6 

trillion total). The claim that pollution control stifles economic growth and that poor countries must 

pollute to grow is false.   

 

Transition toward a circular economy will reduce pollution-related disease and improve health.  

Decoupling development from the consumption of non-renewable resources will minimize the 

generation of pollution and other forms of waste by recycling and reuse.  

 

6. The path forward is clear.  

Actions for governments: 

a) Integrate pollution challenges and control strategies into planning processes; prioritize programs 

according to health and economic impact.   

b) Ask for support from development assistance agencies. 

c) Design and implement programs that reduce pollution and save lives. 

Actions for donors, foundations, and individual philanthropists: 

a) Include pollution planning, interventions and research in their strategies. 

Actions for people affected by pollution: 

a) Visit www.pollution.org to review data related to toxic exposures in their neighborhoods, 

document and upload their own stories, connect with agencies that can help with solutions. 
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What is novel about The Lancet Commission findings? 
 

1. This is the first global analysis of the impacts from all forms of pollution (air, water, soil, 
occupational) together as well as exploring the economic costs and the social injustice of 
pollution.  The economic costs are enormous—$4.6 trillion using welfare cost estimates. 

 
2. The report features solutions and recommends how the problem can be solved. It includes 

examples and case studies of pollution control success.  
 

3. The report details gaps in our data and knowledge of pollution’s toll, showing a need for 
research into soil, heavy metals and chemicals related to the burden of disease as these aspects 
do not have fully defined risk factors, and therefore are significantly underestimated.  Other gaps 
in knowledge related to exposures, and disease correlations are also indicated, including those 
associated with developmental neurotoxicants, endocrine disrupters, new classes of pesticides, 
chemical herbicides, and pharmaceutical wastes. 

 
4. It highlights aspects of pollution that have been largely ignored in development circles, despite 

their significant toll on human health.   
 

5. The report’s speaks to a broad audience and aims to elevate pollution to an issue of global 
scale, ready for solutions.  The authorship is rich and deep in policy and political figures as well 
as academics.  Input was provided by major global actors, including World Bank, UNEP, UNDP, 
European Union, and dozens of bilateral and international organizations, all under the umbrella 
of the Global Alliance on Health and Pollution (GAHP). 

 
6. The preparation of the report already has seeded results. UN Environment’s next global 

conference will focus exclusively on pollution and the WHO has increased its focus on pollution-
related disease.   

 
7. The report has new science.  Several sub-risk factors of soil, chemicals and heavy metals have 

been fleshed out, showing a path for more detailed work in this underserved area.   
 

8. The connection between pollution and the Sustainable Development Goals is also made, 
showing pollution playing a part in achieving many aspects of the SDGs.   

 
The Global Alliance on Health and Pollution (GAHP) was formed in 2012 by Pure Earth, the World Bank, UNEP, UNDP, UNIDO, 
Asian Development Bank, the European Commission, and Ministries of Environment and Health of many low- and middle-
income countries to address pollution at scale.  GAHP envisions a world where present and future generations of children are 
safe from toxic pollution. GAHP is a collaborative body, made up of more than 50 members and dozens of observers 
(see www.gahp.net) that advocates on behalf of its low- and middle-income country members for resources and solutions to 
pollution problems.  As an advocacy and coordination network, GAHP seeks to build demand for pollution prevention and 
mitigation programs that are implemented by its members. GAHP builds public, political, technical and financial support to 
address pollution globally, tracks pollution interventions and impacts, promotes scientific research on pollution and raises 
awareness on the scope and impacts of all types of pollution.  GAHP also directly assists low- and middle-income countries to 
prioritize and address pollution by facilitating the development of national Health and Pollution Action Plans and other 
development planning processes, in coordination with its members.  
	


