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• New evidence on air pollution and health

• Air pollution and COVID-19

• Update of WHO global air quality guidelines (WHO AQG) 
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http://www.elapseproject.eu/

https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/env/documents/2020/AIR/EMEP_WGE_Joint_Session/ECE_EB.AIR_GE.1_2020_17-2009360E.pdf



Evidence on the link between air pollution and COVID-19

• Effect on incidence and severity

• Role in transmission

Potential effect of air pollution on vulnerability and susceptibility to COVID-19 

are plausible
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Air pollution and COVID-19 
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https://www.who.int/news-room/q-a-detail/q-a-how-is-covid-19-transmitted
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Methodological challenges



Does exposure to air pollutants (short term or/and long-term)

• Increase susceptibility to illness

• Change the prognosis of the illness 

• severity

• mortality 

• long-term consequences 

Does the improvement of environmental conditions during the epidemic lead to 

improvement in human health

Open research questions
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Source: https://www.eea.europa.eu/highlights/air-pollution-goes-down-as

https://www.eea.europa.eu/highlights/air-pollution-goes-down-as


• Lockdown measures led to sharp reduction in road traffic and industries, leading to reductions in NO2

concentrations  

• Some major European cities, such as Milan, Rome, Paris and Madrid experienced NO2 emission 

reductions of approximately 50% compared to pre-lockdown conditions 

• Weather conditions may possibly significantly affect the changes seen in pollutant concentrations 

(EEA, 2020)  

• Pollution levels have rebound in some cities, and in some cases, exceeded pre-lockdown pollutant 

concentrations, hence the need for rapid action to recover better  
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Impact of COVID-19 lock-down on air quality



Six pillars:

1. Protect and preserve the source of human health: nature

2. Invest in essential services, from water and sanitation to clean energy in 

healthcare facilities

3. Ensure a quick transition to clean renewable sources of energy

4. Switch to healthy and sustainable food systems

5. Build healthy, livable cities

6. Stop using taxpayers money to fund pollution
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Green and healthy recovery from COVID-19

WHO Manifesto



• September 2016: 1st meeting of the Guideline 

Development Group (GDG)

• January 2017: guideline proposal approved

• Since 2017: systematic reviews of evidence

• March 2018: 2nd meeting of the GDG 

• June 2019: 3rd meeting of the GDG
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Update of the WHO Global Air Quality Guidelines 



• February 2020:      4th meeting of the GDG

• adaptation of GRADE framework

• approach to setting interim targets

• approach to deriving AQG levels

• June 2020: 5th meeting of the GDG

• deriving long and short-term AQG levels

• updating associated interim targets

• agreed good practice statements on

• black carbon

• ultrafine particles 

• sand storm
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Update of the WHO Global Air Quality Guidelines 
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Next steps:

• Publication of systematic reviews (on-going)

• Completion of the draft guideline document (on-going)

• Consultation of the draft guideline document

• Finalisation of the guideline documents

• Submission to the WHO Guideline Review Committee

Update of the WHO Global Air Quality Guidelines 
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Systematic reviews of evidence

Long-term 
exposure to PM 
and all-cause 
and cause-

specific 
mortality 

Long-term 
exposure to O3

and NO2 and 
all-cause and 
cause-specific 

mortality 

Short-term 
exposure to 

CO and 
ischaemic 

heart disease 

Short-term 
exposure to PM, 

NO2 and O3 and all-
cause and cause-
specific mortality 

Short-term 
exposure to 
O3, NO2 and 

SO2 and 
asthma 

Short-term 
exposure to 
SO2 and all-
cause and 

cause-specific 
mortality 

Special issue: 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/journal/environment-international/special-issue/10MTC4W8FXJ
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Thank you

WHO_Europe

facebook.com/WHOEurope

instagram.com/whoeurope

youtube.com/user/whoeuro


