POLLUTION AND HEALTH
ENORMOUS GLOBAL IMPACT | SOLUTIONS THAT BENEFIT GLOBALLY

1. POLLUTION—THE LARGEST CAUSE
OF DEATH GLOBALLY.

2. MODERN POLLUTION—GETTING WORSE
(AIR, CHEMICAL AND SOILS POLLUTION).

It caused nine million premature deaths in 2015, about
16 percent of all deaths. Its impact is also substantially
underestimated. Most deaths are in low- and middleincome countries (LMICs).

Modern pollution is the consequence of industrialization and
urbanization. Traditional pollution (sanitation and indoor air) is
improving. The graph below shows premature deaths over the
last 15 years.
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3. 92 PERCENT OF DEATHS
ARE IN LMICs, BUT TOXINS
SPREAD GLOBALLY THROUGH
AIR, FOOD AND PRODUCTS.

4. OVERSEAS DEVELOPMENT
ASSISTANCE (ODA) HAS
BEEN ABSENT.
Modern pollution is only just beginning to gain
a focus in development agendas (air pollution).
OECD does not yet track the issue in its
development plans. Bilateral agencies do not
have programmatic areas focusing on pollution
and health (aside from some research).
Air pollution has growing attention.
Ambient air pollution has a significant impact
in wealthy countries. Sources of pollutants
(PM2.5 is most significant) are mostly from local
sources (transport, energy, heating, crop burning),
but can also be transboundary.

NASA air pollution visualization, showing
contaminated air (white) from eastern Europe
swirling through UK, France and Western
Europe, especially in the winter months. Main
sources are coal heating in Poland, Serbia,
Romania etc., and crop burning in Ukraine.
See https://svs.gsfc.nasa.gov/30017 for full
animation.
Other global exposures to pollutants
evidenced in fish (about 10 percent of fish
imports checked by USDA are rejected), grains
and spices (untreated industrial wastewater is
used to water crops in many poorer countries),
and toys and other products (thousands of
recalls issued each year related to toxins, even
though very few products are checked).

•

Research is well developed, with multiple
universities and agencies involved globally

•

WHO has a newly established air pollution
focal area

•

Clean Air Fund recently started—large
private foundations

•

Climate overlap is significant (CCAC,
black carbon)

Attention to soil and chemical pollution lags
behind. Research is substantially under-funded,
but evidence suggests the health burden may
be just as high as that of air. The Multilateral
Environment Agreements have limited focus on
health risks—mercury and some pesticides only.
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The Global Alliance on Health and Pollution
(GAHP) is addressing this issue. Key
members and observers/participants include
World Bank, WHO, UNDP, UNEP, SDC, EU, AFD,
Universities, and 25 LMIC country agencies.

5. MOST LMICs HAVE
INSUFFICIENT (IF ANY)
IMPLEMENTATION
PROGRAMS.
Low-and middle-income country demand for
interventions is spotty.

•

China—the exception—has well developed
programs in air and chemicals/soil.

•

India has some attention to air pollution,
but needs more.

•
•

Africa is at square one.

•

Central Asia, FSU, Eastern Europe have
significant issues.

Latin America has areas of success, other
areas with need.

6. ODA DEVELOPMENT
ASSISTANCE—KICK START
COUNTRY PROGRAMS.
•

Metrics for these programs ought to be
based on health impact.

•

OECD needs to analyze ODA flows and
evaluate economic impact.

•

High-impact projects abound.

SOLUTIONS WITH HIGH IMPACT NEED INVESTMENT.
Summarized below are programs
that have:
•

Substantive health impact, proven
effectiveness, and are ready to go

•

Benefit climate change

•

Have global impact from decreasing
transboundary impacts, and;

•

Focus on Africa and least developed
countries

A. REDUCE CROP BURNING
Open burning of crop residues decreases soil
productivity by destroying the humus and soil
consistency. It also releases large quantities
of particulate matter into the air, harming local
communities, and sometimes large cities (evident
in Delhi, India). The soot (black carbon) can
travel large distances—burning in the Ukraine
substantially impacts air quality throughout
Europe during March and April. Black carbon
from open burning also contributes to climate
change. The soot itself absorbs heat, creating a
warming effect. It can also land on snow and ice
cover, reducing reflective capacity and leading
to faster melting of glaciers and ice sheets.
Four critical regions—Punjab, Andes, Ukraine,
Africa—are targeted for programs to mitigate
crop burning, bringing new technologies that

increase yields and reduce cost, all while halting
this harmful practice.
Partners: CCAC, ICCI, World Bank, and various
local and national governments.
Funding for technical assistance is being sought
from a variety of potential public and private
donors, with investment funding for equipment
integrated into programs. This project is planned to
become a focus in the One Planet Summit in 2019.

B. HEALTH AND POLLUTION
ACTION PLANNING
A key reason pollution has not been addressed
in most LMIC development plans is that it slips
between the cracks of various Ministries; Health,
Environment, Transport, Industry, Finance etc.
The Health and Pollution Action Planning process
brings all Ministries together in a series of short,
effective workshops, to assist them to identify
and then prioritize interventions based on health
impact. Projects are then supported by other
participants: MBDs, UN agencies, or bilateral
agencies.
The process has been tested in six countries in
2018, and proved successful at defining priorities
and programs. Most importantly, it enables
pollution to become a listed priority in national
development plans.
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Partners: UNDP, UNIDO, World Bank, UNEP.

C. REDUCE INDUSTRIAL
WASTEWATER IN
AGRICULTURE
With water tables dropping, and pressure from
climate change impacting agriculture, many
farming regions are using untreated industrial
wastewater to water their crops. Heavy metals and
chemicals impair crop yields, but more concerning,
toxins are taken up by grains and food crops. Once
shipped to market, they enter the global food chain
and are a growing source of toxic exposure to all
peoples of the world. For example, arsenic has
been found in baby food, lead in spices and grains,
pesticides in fruit and vegetables at significant
levels in European and US supermarkets.
A program to understand where these risks are
highest is in planning. This project is also suitable
for a focus of One Planet in 2019.

D. PREVENT LEAD POISONING
While lead is no longer used as a gasoline
additive, significant exposures occur from a
variety of sources—pottery, battery recycling,
paint, and cosmetics being the largest. Lead
is currently estimated to be responsible for
500,000 premature deaths, but the real number

is likely several times larger, as the cardiovascular
risk is underestimated and baseline assessments
are lacking. This risk is additional to the wellknown impact lead has on IQ, and developmental
disorders in children.
Work is needed in multiple countries to define
exposure levels, conduct source apportionment
analyses, and prioritize and implement programs
to reduce the exposure to this pernicious toxin,
widely found throughout the developing world.
Partners: World Bank, Research institutions
globally.

E. CLEAN UP TOXIC HOTSPOTS
Toxic sites, including contaminated agricultural
land, need to be identified so that they pose
less risk to local populations and the global food
chain. Identifying and categorizing the worst
toxic hotspots is the first step. A program to work
collaboratively with governments in this regard
has had success in several countries, and can
expand further, providing evidence-based data
on chemicals and pollution in the soil.
Partners: Pure Earth, UNIDO, UNEP, World Bank.

F. MOVE TO BOTTLED GAS,
REDUCE HOUSEHOLD AIR
POLLUTION
Worldwide, nearly 3 million people die each year
from pollution caused by cooking with solid fuels.

Most of these deaths occur in rural kitchens
in Africa, South and Southeast Asia and the
Western Pacific. While efforts to promote cleaner
cookstoves have helped, experience in China,
Indonesia and India suggests that cleaner fuels—
especially liquefied petroleum gas (LPG)—is a
more scalable solution.
Both cleaner cookstoves and LPG substantially
reduce emissions of black carbon and other
short-lived pollutants and help resist climate
change. Using LPG also means less trees are cut
for firewood, thus preserving forests, habitat and
biodiversity.
Partners: Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves
(GACC), Global LPG Partnership (GLPGP).

G. RESEARCH AND
MONITORING
Significant gaps exist in pollution knowledge.
Areas needing attention include expanding the
burden of disease to add newer health issues
(such as Alzheimer and PM2.5), calculating
disease impact of chemicals other than lead, and
country-based analyses on the economic impact
of interventions and cost of inaction.
Work is also needed to share knowledge and
experience across LMICs, and to monitor impact
globally—both health and exposure data.
Partners: GAHP, Global Pollution and Health
Observatory, Boston College, IHME, Country
partners.
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ABOUT GAHP
The Global Alliance on Health and Pollution
(GAHP) was formed in 2012 by the World Bank,
the European Commission, UN Environment, and
the Ministries of Environment and Ministries of
Health of more than 25 low- and middle-income
countries, Pure Earth and other agencies, to
address pollution and health at scale. GAHP
envisions a world where the health of present
and future generations, especially children and
pregnant women, is safe from toxic pollution.
GAHP is a collaborative body, made up of more
than 80 members and dozens of observers that
advocates on behalf of its low- and middle-income
country members for resources and solutions
to pollution problems. It functions an advocacy
and coordinating network, and seeks to build
demand for pollution prevention and mitigation
programs. GAHP builds public, political, technical
and financial support to address pollution globally
by promoting scientific research on pollution
and raising awareness on the scope and impacts
of all types of pollution. GAHP also assists low
and middle-income country governments to
prioritize and address pollution, through Health
and Pollution Action Planning (HPAP) and other
development planning processes, in coordination
with national and international stakeholders.

CONTACT
Rich Fuller
email: fuller@gahp.net
Tel. +1 212 870 3490
www.pureearth.org
www.gahp.net

