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Health Effects Institute Releases First Annual State of Global Air Report 
 

New Global Burden of Disease Study Finds Air Pollution the Leading Environmental 
Cause of Death Worldwide 

 

92% of People Face Unsafe Air; More than 4.2 Million Early Deaths 
 

First of Its Kind Website Offers Global, Country-Level Results 
 

(Boston, MA) -   Air pollution is the leading environmental cause of death worldwide according to 
the State of Global Air 2017, a new, first annual report and interactive website launched today at 
www.stateofglobalair.org. The report also finds that 92% of the world’s population lives in areas with 
unhealthy air.  

All told, long-term exposure to fine particulate matter-- the most significant element of air pollution--
contributed to 4.2 million premature deaths and to a loss of 103 million healthy years of life in 2015, 
making air pollution the 5th highest cause of death among all health risks, including smoking, diet, and 
high blood pressure.  

“We are seeing increasing air pollution problems worldwide, and this new report and website details 
why that air pollution is a major contributor to early death,” said Dan Greenbaum, President of the Health 
Effects Institute (HEI1), the global research institute that designed and implemented the study. “The 
trends we report show that we have seen progress in some parts of the world – but serious challenges 
remain,” he added. 

The analysis found that China and India together were responsible for over half of the total global 
attributable deaths.  The study also finds that increasing exposure and a growing and aging population 

                                                      
1 The Health Effects Institute is an independent, nonprofit research institute funded jointly by the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency, industry, foundations, and development banks to provide credible, high-quality 
science on air pollution and health for air quality decisions. 
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have meant that India now rivals China for among the highest air pollution health burdens in the world, 
with both countries facing some 1.1 million early deaths from air pollution in 2015. 

The State of Global Air 2017 is the first of a new series of annual reports and accompanying 
interactive website, designed and implemented by the Health Effects Institute in cooperation with the 
Institute of Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME) at the University of Washington and the University of 
British Columbia.  IHME is an independent population health research center that publishes the annual 
Global Burden of Diseases (GBD2), a systematic scientific effort to quantify the magnitude of health loss 
from all major diseases, injuries, and risk factors in populations across the world; its results are published 
each year in The Lancet medical journal.  HEI provides leadership for the air pollution portion of the 
GBD, and its www.stateofglobalair.org is the first report and website where all of the data underlying 
GBD air pollution analyses are made available for full public access.  

Although there are many parts of the world where air pollution has grown worse, there has also been 
improvement in the US and Europe.  The US Clean Air Act and actions by the European Commission 
have made substantial progress in reducing people exposed to PM pollution since 1990.   The US has 
experienced a reduction of about 27% in average annual population exposures to fine particulate matter 
with smaller declines in Europe.  Yet some 88,000 Americans and 258,000 Europeans still face increased 
risks of dying early due to PM levels today.  

In 2015, the highest concentrations of combustion-related -- fine particulate matter were in South and 
Southeast Asia, China and Central and Western Sub-Saharan Africa.  Household solid fuel use, coal-fired 
power plants, transportation, and open burning of agricultural and other wastes are among the most 
important contributors to outdoor air pollution.     

“The Global Burden of Disease leads a growing worldwide consensus – among the WHO, World 
Bank, International Energy Agency and others – that air pollution poses a major global public health 
challenges,” said Bob O’Keefe, Vice President of HEI and Chair of Clean Air Asia. “Nowhere is that risk 
more evident than in the rapidly growing economies of Asia,” he added. 

For more information on the www.stateofglobalair.org  contact: Dr. Katherine Walker at HEI 
kwalker@healtheffects.org +1 617 488 2310. 

                                                      
2 The Global Burden of Disease is an international effort to estimate the number of deaths and lost years of healthy 
life due to about 300 diseases in 195 countries, and how much of this burden is caused by 79 different risk factors, 
including diet, high blood pressure, tobacco smoking and air pollution. The Institute for Health Metrics and 
Evaluation (IHME) leads an international team of over 2000 scientists from 130 countries in conducting the 
analysis. The latest estimates of deaths and lost years of healthy life from air pollution, diet, smoking, and other risk 
factors for all countries can be found in the latest GBD analysis, published in 2016 (GBD 2015 Risk Factors 
Collaborators. 2016. Global, regional, and national comparative risk assessment of 79 behavioral, environmental and 
occupational, and metabolic risks or clusters of risks, 1990–2015: a systematic analysis for the Global Burden of 
Disease Study 2015. Lancet 388:1659–1724.) Available at: 
http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(16)31679-8/fulltext  
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