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Air pollution harms human health and the environment
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Air pollution
Air pollution harms human health and the environment. In Europe, emissions of many
air pollutants have decreased substantially over the past decades, resulting in improved
air quality across the region. However, air pollutant concentrations are still too high, and
air quality problems persist. A significant proportion of Europe’s population live in areas,
especially cities, where exceedances of air quality standards occur: ozone, nitrogen
dioxide and particulate matter (PM) pollution pose serious health risks. Several countries
have exceeded one or more of their 2010 emission limits for four important air pollutants.
Reducing air pollution therefore remains important.
Air pollution is a local, pan-European and hemispheric issue. Air pollutants released in one
country may be transported in the atmosphere, contributing to or resulting in poor air quality
elsewhere.
Particulate matter, nitrogen dioxide and ground-level ozone, are now generally recognised as
the three pollutants that most significantly affect human health. Long-term and peak exposures
to these pollutants range in severity of impact, from impairing the respiratory system to
premature death. Around 90 % of city dwellers in Europe are exposed to pollutants at
concentrations higher than the air quality levels deemed harmful to health. For example, fine
particulate matter (PM 2.5) in air has been estimated to reduce life expectancy in the EU by more
than eight months. Benzo(a)pyrene is a carcinogenic pollutant of increasing concern, with
concentrations being above the threshold set to protect human health in several urban areas,
especially in central and eastern Europe.

Air pollution is causing damage to human health and
ecosystems. Large parts of the population do not live in a
healthy environment, according to current standards. To
get on to a sustainable path, Europe will have to be
ambitious and go beyond current legislation.
Hans Bruyninckx, EEA Executive Director

Air pollution also damages our environment.
Acidification was substantially reduced between 1990 and 2010 in Europe’s sensitive
ecosystem areas that were subjected to acid deposition of excess sulphur and nitrogen
compounds.
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Eutrophication, an environmental problem caused by the input of excessive nutrients
into ecosystems, saw less progress. The area of sensitive ecosystems affected by
excessive atmospheric nitrogen diminished only slightly between 1990 and 2010.
Crop damage is caused by exposure to high ozone concentrations. Most agricultural
crops are exposed to ozone levels that exceed the EU long-term objective intended to
protect vegetation. This notably includes a significant proportion of agricultural areas,
particularly in southern, central and eastern Europe.

Europe’s air quality has not always improved in line with the general decrease of
anthropogenic (human-caused) emissions of air pollutants. Reasons for this are complex:
there is not always a clear linear relationship between decreasing emissions and the
concentrations of air pollutants observed in the air;
there is a growing contribution of long-distance transport of air pollutants to Europe
from other countries in the northern hemisphere.
Targeted efforts to reduce emissions are therefore still required to further protect human health
and the environment in Europe.

Sources of air pollution
There are various sources of air pollution, both anthropogenic and of natural origin:
burning of fossil fuels in electricity generation, transport, industry and households;
industrial processes and solvent use, for example in chemical and mineral industries;
agriculture;
waste treatment;
volcanic eruptions, windblown dust, sea-salt spray and emissions of volatile organic
compounds from plants are examples of natural emission sources.
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European Union policies
The EU’s long-term objective is to achieve levels of air quality that do not result in unacceptable
impacts on, and risks to, human health and the environment. The EU acts at many levels to
reduce exposure to air pollution: through legislation; cooperation with sectors responsible for
air pollution, as well as international, national and regional authorities and non-governmental
organisations; and research. EU policies aim to reduce exposure to air pollution by reducing
emissions and setting limits and target values for air quality. In late 2013, the European
Commission adopted a proposed Clean Air Quality Package including new measures to reduce
air pollution.
Find out more about European air pollution policies

EEA activities
The European Environment Agency (EEA) is the European Union's air pollution data centre; it
supports the implementation of EU legislation linked to air emissions and air quality. The EEA
also contributes to the evaluation of EU air pollution policies and to the development of longterm strategies to improve air quality in Europe.
EEA’s work focuses on:
making a range of air pollution data publicly available,
documenting and assessing air pollution trends and related policies and measures in
Europe, and
investigating the trade-offs and synergies between air pollution and policies in different
areas, including climate change, energy, transport and industry.

Find out more about EEA activities

Useful links
The EEA has published a collection of air pollution links.
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