
BREATHING pol luted air could affect men tal health and by exten sion increase the risk of death from car di ovas cu lar dis ease, accord ing to a
new study involving more than 300 mil lion people liv ing in the United States.

Is there any where in the world where people breathe healthy, pol lu tion-free air? This seems doubt ful, accord ing to the World Health Organ -
isa tion (WHO), which estim ates that 99 per cent of the global pop u la tion “breathe air that exceeds WHO guideline lim its and con tains high
levels of pol lut ants”.
The global health author ity estim ates that ambi ent (out door) air pol lu tion caused 4.2 mil lion pre ma ture deaths world wide in 2019, and that
the “com bined effects of ambi ent air pol lu tion and house hold air pol lu tion are asso ci ated with 6.7 mil lion pre ma ture deaths annu ally”. The
major ity of these deaths are asso ci ated with car di ovas cu lar dis ease.
Amer ican research ers have been invest ig at ing the sub ject, con duct ing a study across over 3,000 counties in the US, with a total pop u la tion
of 315 mil lion. Pub lished by the European Soci ety of Car di ology (ESC) on the occa sion of its sci entific con gress, ESC Pre vent ive Car di -
ology 2024, this research estab lishes a link between air pol lu tion, and the risk of stress and depres sion, which could sig ni fic antly increase
the risk of death from car di ovas cu lar dis ease in people aged under 65.
“Our study indic ates that the air we breathe affects our men tal well being, which in turn impacts heart health,” explains Dr Shady Abo -
hashem of Har vard Med ical School, Boston, USA.
While most sci entific stud ies attempt to assess the impact of air pol lu tion on phys ical health, this one ini tially focused on a poten tial asso ci -
ation between pol lu tion and men tal health.
Then, secondly, on the influ ence this could have on the risk of car di ovas cu lar dis ease. To do this, the research ers focused on particles with a
dia meter of less than 2.5 micro metres, known as fine particles. Whether from vehicle exhausts or power plant com bus tion, these particles
are con sidered harm ful to res pir at ory and car di ovas cu lar health.
HARMFUL EFFECT ON MENTAL HEALTH
The sci ent ists col lec ted vari ous types of data from the Centres for Dis ease Con trol and Pre ven tion for 3,047 US counties, includ ing annual
levels of fine par tic u late mat ter, which were clas si fied accord ing to WHO recom mend a tions, and the aver age num ber of days on which
county res id ents exper i enced men tal health issues.
As a res ult, the counties most affected by ambi ent air pol lu tion were also those report ing the most days on which the pop u la tion exper i -
enced men tal health issues (+10 per cent).
The research ers also point out that the link between poor men tal health and pre ma ture car di ovas cu lar mor tal ity was higher in the most pol -
luted counties. In detail, higher levels of men tal health dis orders were linked to a three-fold increase in pre ma ture car di ovas cu lar mor tal ity
in counties with the most pol luted air.
This find ing has promp ted the sci ent ists to call for strategies to address not only out door air pol lu tion, but also the men tal health of cit izens.
“Our res ults reveal a dual threat from air pol lu tion: it not only wor sens men tal health, but also sig ni fic antly amp li fies the risk of heart-
related deaths asso ci ated with poor men tal health.
“Pub lic health strategies are urgently needed to address both air qual ity and men tal well being in order to pre serve car di ovas cu lar health,”
con cludes the study’s lead author Abo hashem.
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