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AAP ambient air pollution

AAQS ambient air quality standards

ALRI acute lower respiratory infection

AQM air quality management

ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations
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Executive summary

Context

In 2019, 92 per cent of the world’s population 
experienced PM2.5 concentrations in excess of the 
World Health Organization (WHO) guideline of 10 
µg/m³ (chapter 1A). Without policy interventions, 
exposure to PM2.5 would increase by 50 per cent by 
2030 (chapter 1A), severely compromising quality of 
life and risking lives worldwide. 

This report reviews countries’ policy actions with 
regards to the mandate provided by United Nations 
Environment Assembly (UNEA) resolution 3/8 on 
Preventing and reducing air pollution to improve air 
quality globally (chapter 1C). It builds on the United 
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) 2016 
report titled Actions on Air Quality (chapter 1C), 
which provided an overview of actions undertaken 
by countries around the world, focusing on a set of 
measures that – if adopted – would significantly 
improve air quality.

This new report is based on data collected in 2020 
through a detailed survey shared with countries, 
which was supplemented with relevant literature 
documenting key actions being undertaken by 
governments around the world to improve air quality. 
The report is complemented by regional reports 
documenting more in-depth actions in key sectors, as 
well as regional trends and priorities. 

In its aforementioned 2016 report, UNEP found 
that countries had adopted a substantial number 
of policies, standards and regulations to reduce air 
pollution. However, the report also revealed cross-
cutting challenges to addressing air pollution. These 
included: ineffective implementation and enforcement 
of existing policies and regulations; limited 
cooperation between national and city administration; 
the universal need for monitoring and assessment; 
and the importance of behavioural change and 
public participation through awareness-raising and 
stakeholder involvement.

Status and trends

This 2021 report assesses actions in key sectors 
that contribute to air pollution, focusing on industrial 
emissions, transportation, solid waste management, 
household air pollution and agriculture emissions. 
It also provides an overview of non-sectoral air 
quality management actions, including air quality 
frameworks, strategies, standards and monitoring. 

Overall, there is progress towards adoption of 
key actions that can significantly improve air 
quality

Figure ES.1 shows the progress towards adoption of 
key actions that can significantly improve air quality.
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Sectoral Measures

More countries have incentives or policies 
promoting cleaner production, energy 
efficiency and pollution abatement for 
industries

In the industrial sector, the 2021 report indicates 
growing uptake of policy incentives for cleaner 
production and energy efficiency relative to the 
baseline reference analysis of 2016. While some of 
this progress may reflect a reduction in data gaps 
relative to the baseline data, increases are noted in 
some regions (Figure ES.2). 

0 195

2

2

Clean production
incentives

Vehicle emission
 standards

Waste burning

Household energy

Sustainable agriculture

Monitoring networks

Air quality
management strategies

Ambient air
quality standards

INDUSTRY

TRANSPORT

SOLID WASTE 
MANAGEMENT

HOUSEHOLD 
AIR POLLUTION

AGRICULTURE

AIR QUALITY 
MANAGEMENT

AIR QUALITY 
STANDARDS

108 76 11

71 29 80 15

38 56 75 26

95 78 22

58 24 113

57 18 14 104

54 38 103

124 69

104

Number of countries
Source: UNEP survey data

Figure ES.1  Progress towards adoption of key actions that can significantly improve  
air quality1

Where is the world in taking action to improve air quality? 

1 From the analysis of UNEP data, a set of key policy actions were identified that, if adopted, would significantly improve air quality. The 
figure indicates how many countries have adopted these policies (green), are on their way to adopting them (orange/yellow) or have yet 
to adopt or implement them (red). Grey indicates that no data were available. 

View to cityscape and Industrial Zone with Oil Refineries in 
Haifa, Israel. Photo credit: © Shutterstock/Max Zalevsky
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