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Globally, outdoor air pollution leads to over 3 million premature deaths per year, predominantly in Asia, suggests a study published in this week’s Nature. Outdoor air pollutants, such as ozone and tiny particles (less than 0.0025 mm in diameter, known as fine particulate matter), are associated with serious diseases with long-term health impacts. Quantifying the effects of outdoor air pollution on a global scale is challenging, in part because air quality is not monitored in some regions, and the toxicity of particles varies depending on their source.
 
Jos Lelieveld and colleagues combine a global atmospheric chemistry model with population data and health statistics to estimate the relative contribution of different sources of outdoor air pollution, mainly from fine particulate matter, to premature mortality. Their results show that residential energy emissions, such as those from heating and cooking, which are prevalent in India and China, have the largest impact on premature mortality worldwide. In most regions of the USA and a few other countries, emissions from traffic and power generation are found to be important, whereas in the eastern USA, Europe, Russia and East Asia, agricultural emissions are the largest relative contribution of fine particulate matter.
 
On the basis of model projections, the authors predict that premature mortality from outdoor air pollution could double by 2050, with 6.6 million premature deaths forecast globally per year, including large increases in Southeast Asia and the western Pacific.
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