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Air Pollution and Social Justice BEZETH

1. How air pollution affects public health:

a. According to the Hedley Environmental Index (HEI"), air pollution killed 2.3 Hong
Kong people a day in 2009. There were 845 deaths and 6.16 million doctor visits
resulting exclusively from air pollution last year.

Air pollution affects public health seriously, especially the elderly and children.
i. EVERYONE
o  Air pollution reduces the human body’s natural defenses against sickness.
o Heart rate increases after just two hours of exposure to high levels of
roadside pollution®
o  Air pollution increases the occurrence of allergies and asthma.
ELDERLY
o More likely to have a stroke or heart attack on days of high pollution.
o Ifthey live in a place with high levels of roadside pollution, more than
double the risk of hospitalization for pneumonia®
CHILDREN
o Lung function and lung capacity impairment®.
o May harm the developing brain and cause lower 1Q scores”.
53% of the time, the majority of pollution is from Hong Kong itself® The second
largest serious source of air pollution is roadside traffic, because of high
concentrations and proximity to pedestrians. In addition, the problem of urban

planning causes the “street canyon effect”, with serious traffic congestion

preventing the dispersion of pollution.

! HEI monitors and publishes in real-time the costs of Hong Kong's air pollution in terms of public

health impacts and their monetary value. For details: http://hedleyindex.sph.hku.hk/home.php

2 Source: American Heart Association, Circulation

http://circ.ahajournals.org/cgi/content/full/103/23/2810

3 Source: American Journal of Respiratory and Critical Care Medicine

http://www.eurekalert.org/pub _releases/2009-12/mu-apl122109.php

4 Source: Earth Times http://www.earthtimes.org/articles/show/94503.html

5 Source: Associated Press

http://www.startribune.com/lifestyle/health/51183267.html?elr=KArksUUUoDEy3LGDiO7aiU

® Full report: http://www.civic-exchange.org/eng/upload/files/200703_HKAirPollution.pdf
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2. Why air pollution is a social justice issue:
a.  Air pollution harms the poor the most.
i. NO MOBILITY

o Poor people are more likely to work in highly polluted conditions, and
suffer from the worst traffic emissions, e.g., outdoor workers, construction
workers, professional drivers and retail staff. They cannot afford to change
jobs, upgrade their skills or choose less dangerous or less unhealthy work.
Poor people are more likely to live at the roadside, exposing them to
higher levels of roadside pollution. But they cannot move away or
emigrate to other countries like rich people.

CANNOT INVEST IN PREVENTION

o Poor families can’t afford expensive air filters.

o Poor people can’t access information about air pollution easily.

CANNOT AFFORD TO FALL SICK

o Poor people can’t afford to take no-paid sick leave, as they have to earn a
living.

o Frequently, the working poor have no health insurance or worker
compensation.

Poor people often believe that air pollution is a secondary concern compared to

unemployment. But air pollution can directly kill a person’. At the very least, it

will definitely increase sick days, reduce one’s life span and impair one’s ability to
work to full capacity. Sadly, poor people believe that air pollution is not their

concern, but, the fact is, air pollution kills and disadvantages this group first.

3. Government should take action to improve air quality:

a. Fresh air is a basic necessity of life, which is similar to clean water and public
hygiene. The Government allocated $7.9 billion for sewage and $5.1 billion for
incineration in the 2010 budget but only $840 million for air clean-up in the same

budget even though air pollution is killing more people than SARS in 2003!

" Source: Air pollution is a major environmental risk to health and is estimated to cause
approximately 2 million premature deaths worldwide per year (WHO). For details:

http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs313/en/index.html
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Rich people (the polluters) are profiting at the expense of the poor’s right to breathe
clean, healthy air.

This inequality of wealth is worsened by the fact that poor people have much less
political power than other groups and individuals. Thus, it is incumbent on the more
privileged and NGOs to take up the crusade of cleaning up roadside pollution to

protect those with the smallest voice in society.

4. Research finding:

a. In 2002, the American Cancer Society studied diesel truck drivers, diesel mechanics,
and others constantly exposed very directly to diesel exhaust and found that their
risk of lung cancer increased by up to 50%°.

In 2008, the research of The Hong Kong Polytechnic University° found that
roadside workers and street-level retail staff exhibit lower lung capacity than
university office staff.

In 2008, there were two University of Hong Kong research studies which found that
individuals with lower socioeconomic status (SES) were more vulnerable to the
health effects of air pollution and an increased risk of mortality than those with
higher SES.

i. People living in public rental housing were shown to have a higher mortality

risk associated with exposure to PMy, and NO, than people living in private

housing®.

The health effects of all four pollutants (PM10, NO2, SO2 and O3) were

significantly more pronounced in blue-collar workers than those who were

never employed or employed in white-collar professions.

® Source: American Cancer Society, EPA Reports Diesel Exhaust Linked To Lung Cancer (2002)
http://our.cancer.org/docroot/NWS/content/NWS_1 1x_EPA_Reports Diesel Linked To_Lung_Ca
ncer.asp

9 Source: Respiratory health of road-side vendors in a large industrialized city (2008)

http://www.springerlink.com/content/27727j829007v068/

19°Source: Socioeconomic disparities in air pollution-associated mortality (2008)

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18396271
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iii. In areas rated "middle" or "high" on the Social Deprivation Index (SDI'™,

significant associations were found between levels of PM10, NO2, SO2 and O3

and incidents of non-accidental cardiovascular mortality™*

1 SDI derived from the proportions of the population with a) unemployment, b) monthly household
income < US$250, ¢) no schooling at all, d) one-person household, €) never-married status, and f)
subtenancy, from the 2001 Population Census.

12 Source: The Effects of Air Pollution on Mortality in Socially Deprived Urban Areas in Hong Kong,
China (2008) http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2535621
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