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Common, preventable risk factors, such as physical inactivity, unhealthy diet and the harmful
use of alcohol and tobacco consumption, have long been recognized risks to health. What
is less well known is that environmental factors are also main causes of noncommunicable
diseases (NCDs); ambient (outdoor) and household air pollution together caused more than
6 million deaths from cardiovascular diseases, chronic respiratory diseases and lung cancer
in 2012. Other important environmental risks include second-hand tolbacco smoke, exposure
to chemicals, radiation and noise, and occupational risks.

Noncommunicable diseases are now the largest cause of death and disease worldwide,
and numbers are on the rise. Ever more people require treatment, and health-care costs are
growing. Achieving a healthy and sustainable environment is a key ingredient for preventing
disease and enabling viable health care.
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of all global deaths are linked
to the environment.
That’s roughly 12.6 million deaths a year.

Source: Infographics (4)."

Key messages

Globally, 23% of all deaths could be prevented through healthier environments.'

Nearly two thirds of the 12.6 million deaths caused by the environment each year are due
tfo NCDs.!

e Ambient and household air pollution caused, respectively, 2.8 and 3.7 milion NCD deaths
from ischaemic heart disease (IHD), stroke, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD)
and lung cancer in 2012,

e Worldwide, aimost one third of the cardiovascular disease burden is attributable to
ambient and household air pollution (13% and 17% respectively), second-hand tobacco
smoke (3%) and exposure to lead (2%).

e Globally, 29% of COPD deaths are attributable to household air pollution, 8% ambient and
11% in workplaces.

e Growing evidence indicates that early life exposure to environmental risks, such as
chemicals and air pollutants, might increase NCD risk throughout the life course.

e Strategies on access to clean energies, clean and efficient transport, control of industrial
emissions, the sound use of chemicals, and a safe workplace should be addressed for
the prevention of cardiovascular and chronic respiratory diseases.

e Reducing air pollution from transport, energy generation and industrial emissions; and
exposures to ionizing and UV radiation, and chemicals, such as solvents, pesticides,
asbestos and formaldehyde, can prevent lung and other cancers. \Workers in certain
occupations are at particular risk.

e Healthier and safer workplaces could prevent around 1 million NCD deaths each year,
including from COPD, pneumoconiosis, mesothelioma, lung and larynx cancers and
leukaemia.

! Estimates based on a combination of comparative risk assessments, evidence synthesis, epidemiological calculations and expert evaluation.
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Of the 12.6 million deaths caused by the environment each year, nearly two thirds are due
to NCDs, which have risen sharply over the last decade.(1) Growing evidence indicates that
early life exposure to environmental risks, such as chemicals, radiation and air pollutants, might
increase NCD risk throughout the life course. Current estimates of the disease burden from
NCDs due to environmental risks are likely to be underestimated, due to challenges in assessing
associations with long lag times, multiple toxic exposures, complex pathways or difficulties in
assessing exposures.(2)

Several environmental risks play a key role in the prevention of NCDs, with ambient air
pollution causing 2.8 million deaths, household air pollution 3.7 million deaths, and occupational
risks more than 1 million NCD deaths per year.(3-5) Reducing environmental health risks from
conception onwards would greatly reduce the vast and growing burden of NCDs, and it would
be a crucial step in progressing towards achieving both the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) and the WHO Global Action Plan for the Prevention and Conirol of NCDs 2013-
2020. The impact of the environment on NCDs has been increasing since the last decade.(7,4)

! Estimates based on a combination of comparative risk assessments, evidence synthesis, epidemiological calculations and expert evaluation.
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CARDIOVASCULAR DISEASES

The environment is a major determinant of ischaemic heart disease and stroke: ambient
air pollution and household air pollution from cooking with polluting fuels are estimated to
cause 13% and 17% of cardiovascular diseases,' respectively.() Around 3% of cardiovascular
diseases are attributed to second-hand smoke and 2% to lead.(3,4) Various other environmental
exposures and workplace risks increase the risk of cardiovascular diseases, including arsenic
in drinking-water, high noise levels, stressful working conditions and shift work.(6-9)2

Figure 1. Fraction of NCD deaths attributable to the environment globally, 2012

[ Not attributable to the environment

W Attributable to the environment

Note: Estimates based on a combination of comparative risk
assessments, evidence synthesis, epidemiological calculations
and expert evaluation.

Source: (4).

CANCERS

Many substances are classified as human carcinogens, and they affect numerous cancer
sites.(10) It is estimated that between 2% and 8% of all cancers are caused by occupational
exposures alone.(11) Smoking is the most important risk factor for developing lung cancer,
causing 68% of the burden, 4) however, more than 20 environmental and occupational agents
are proven lung carcinogens in humans.(10) About 25%? of lung cancer deaths are attributable
to ambient air pollution, and 17% to household smoke from burning unclean fuels.(4) Regarding
lung cancer deaths, 26% of deaths are aftributed to exposure to occupational carcinogens,
and 2% to second-hand tobacco smoke.(3) Around 4% of lung cancer deaths are attributed
to exposure to radon, a natural gas which can be found in homes and workplaces.(3)

CHRONIC OBSTRUCTIVE PULMONARY DISEASE

Globally, 41% of chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) is attributable to smoking.
Air pollution is also an important cause, with 30% of COPD being attributable to household air
pollution, 9% to ambient air pollution and 12% to workplace air pollution.(3,4) Being exposed
to a smoky home due to cooking or heating with unclean fuels and inefficient technologies
is a particular risk for COPD. Many occupations are of high risk for COPD, such as coal and
hard-rock mining, construction work and the manufacture of concrete, plastics, textiles,
rubber, leather and food products. Antenatal or early life exposure to second-hand tolbacco
smoke and air pollution can induce reduced lung function and a predisposition for pulmonary
disease.(2)®

' Kerosene used for lighting, and polluting fuels used for heating are additional sources of indoor air pollution which have not yet been included
in these estimates.

2 Affributable fractions are not directly additive and their sum can exceed 100%, as NCDs are multifactorial and cases could be prevented by
removing several exposures.

3 The percentages given for cardiovascular diseases, cancers and COPD relate fo disability-adjusted life years (DALYs) — a measure of the burden
of disease — unless “deaths” is specified.



Figure 2. Fraction of NCD deaths attributable to selected risk factors
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Note: * Selected occupational risks, including exposure to carcinogens, asthmagens, airborne particulate matter, gases and fumes, noise, ergonomic factors and injuries.
Sources: Air pollution: (4) for 2012; other risks: (3) for 2015.

ASTHMA

Second-hand tobacco smoke and ambient and household air pollution lead to the
development of, and increased morbidity from, asthma. Exposure to dampness, mould, house
dust mites and other allergens in homes are a cause of asthma exacerbation.(12) Work-related
asthma is a frequent occupational disease and can be caused by many agents, including
cleaning agents, enzymes, flour, wood dust, latex and metals, which may even require job
change if other measures are unsuccessful.

OTHER RELATED RISKS

The urban/built environment, in terms of fransport infrastructure facilitating walking and cycling,
and favourable land-use patterns, as well as working conditions, may further impact on levels
of physical activity and sedentary life style. These in turn are associated with overweight,
obesity, cancers and other NCDs.
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Table 1. Deaths from main NCDs attributable to environmental risks by region

Eastern
Disease and their risk factors Africa Americas  Mediterranean Europe South-Fast Asia  Western Pacific Worlde

Ischaemic heart disease

Household air pollution? 96 000 30000 51000 56 000 495000 366000 1095000
Ambient air pollution® 51000 73000 91000 263 000 304000 297000 1079000
Second-hand tobacco smoke 16 000 27000 54000 64000 113 000 110 000 384000
Lead 9000 30000 44000 56000 67000 32000 239000
Household air pollution 162 000 27000 49000 43000 498 000 679000 1458000
Ambient air pollution 75000 37000 65000 139000 273000 494000 1083 000
Second-hand tobacco smoke 9000 7000 14000 18 000 48000 78000 175000
Lead 9000 13000 21000 28000 47000 38000 155000
Household air pollution 4000 6000 3000 10000 53000 195 000 271000
Ambient air pollution 4000 20000 10000 69 000 47000 251000 402000
Second-hand tobacco smoke 1000 1000 1000 2000 3000 21000 28000
Occupational risks 11000 62000 15000 85000 42000 230000 445000
Residential radon 3000 8000 3000 26000 9000 15000 64000
Household air pollution 30000 11000 25000 8000 493000 339000 906 000
Ambient air pollution 4000 3000 9000 7000 126 000 93000 242000
Second-hand tobacco smoke 3000 4000 5000 4000 53000 44000 113000
Occupational risks 16 000 23000 14000 12000 181000 108 000 353000

Notes: From cooking with polluting fuels; ® Outdoor air pollution; “Row totals may not add up due to rounding. Country data for NCDs attributable to the environment are
available at: http://apps.who.int/gho/data/node. main.162?lang=en
Sources: Air pollution: (4) for 2012; other risks: (3) for 2015.

Table 2. Fraction of main NCD deaths attributable to environmental risks by region

Eastern
Disease and their risk factors Africa Americas  Mediterranean Europe South-Fast Asia  Western Pacific World

Ischaemic heart disease

Household air pollution? 31% 4% 10% 3% 31% 20% 15%
Ambient air pollution® 16% 9% 18% 12% 19% 16% 15%
Second-hand tobacco smoke 4% 2% 7% 3% 5% 6% 4%
Lead 2% 3% 6% 2% 3% 2% 3%
Household air pollution 37% 6% 15% 3% 35% 25% 22%
Ambient air pollution 17% 8% 20% 11% 19% 18% 16%
Second-hand tobacco smoke 2% 1% 4% 2% 3% 3% 3%
Lead 2% 3% 6% 2% 3% 2% 2%
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