
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 
Air pollution is one of the biggest environmental threats to the right to health today, being 

responsible for 7 million premature deaths each year. Air pollutants also contribute directly to 

the climate crisis, endangering health and livelihoods of generations current and future. 

The COVID-19 has further exposed the fragility of our societies and economies to shocks, 

highlighting the urgency of improving our relationship with nature. Early studies are projecting 

that air pollution increases the likelihood of succumbing to COVID-19, giving us yet another 

reason to urgently improve global air quality.  

 

The Regional Conversation on Air Pollution, part of the Building Back Better Series, is was 

observed on 8 September in commemoration of the first International Day of Clean Air for blue 

skies, following the adoption of Resolution (A/C.2/74/L.34/Rev.1) at the 2019 UN General 

Assembly.  The resolution was sponsored by Republic of Korea, with co-sponsors from the 

ESCAP member States: Bhutan, Mongolia, Republic of Korea and Turkmenistan Additional 

sponsors: Georgia, Sri Lanka, Thailand, United States, Uzbekistan, Republic of Korea also was 

the main sponsor of ESCAP Resolution 75/4, Strengthening Regional Cooperation to tackle air 

pollution in Asia and the Pacific. Sponsored by Republic of Korea, co-sponsored by: Bangladesh, 

Kazakhstan, Mongolia, Pakistan, Philippines, Russian Federation, Timor-Leste, Turkey and 

United States of America. 

 

The event was opened by Mr. Ban Ki-Moon, Former Secretary-General of the United Nations. The 

aim of the day is to enhance international cooperation to attain clean air. It will provide a 

platform for strengthening global solidarity as well as political momentum for action against air 

pollution and climate change, including actions like collecting and utilizing data related to air 

pollution, conducting scientific research and sharing best practices. 
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The eminent speakers that participated were: 

 Armida Alisjahbana, Executive Secretary of ESCAP 

 Satya Tripathi, Assistant Secretary-General, UNEP  

 Glenn Pearce-Oroz, Director of International Relations and Special Projects, Sustainable 

Energy for All 

 Malik Amin Aslam, Advisor to the Prime Minister on Climate Change and Federal Minister, 

Pakistan 

 

Member States, including Kazakhstan, Mongolia, Turkey, France, Timor Leste, and Sri Lanka, 

also provided statements. 

 

The conversations were centered around issues related to the transformative potential of digital 

technologies and innovative applications of science, including opportunities that advances in 

space and geospatial applications offer. Within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

technology innovation for diversification of economies and sustainable development; as well as 

the role of international technology platforms in ensuring inclusive and digitally driven growth 

were considered. Financing through public and private partnerships to improve societal well-

being, investments and initiatives for the transformation of digital societies and the role of 

international cooperation in bringing universal, safe, affordable and reliable access to the 

Internet by 2030 were also discussed. 



 

 

  

Key takeaways 
 

(1) Nearly 2.3 billion people in Asia and the Pacific are exposed to air pollution levels that 

pose a significant risk to their health. Everyone is affected by dirty air, but the impacts of 

air pollution fall most heavily on vulnerable populations, such as children, women, elderly, 

and people living in poverty. Early studies indicate that air pollution may be putting people 

further at risk during a pandemic. Many air pollutants also contribute directly to the 

climate crisis and has a negative impact to environment and ecosystems. These 

conditions threaten the region’s sustainable development agenda. 

 

(2) Energy production and use, mostly from unregulated, poorly regulated or inefficient fuel 

combustion, are the single most important man-made sources of air pollutant emissions. 

This is primarily due to fossil fuel-intensive development and urbanization, and inefficient 

cooking and heating practices. Around 3 billion people worldwide have no access to 

clean fuels or technologies for cooking, relying instead on burning biomass or solid fuels 

on open fires or in inefficient stoves.  

 

(3) Clean air is a basic human right.  But more and more people today are exposed to 

unhealthy levels of pollution. Here in Asia Pacific, about 4 billion people – 92 per cent of 

the region’s population – are exposed to levels of air pollution that pose a significant risk 

to their health.  Everyone is affected, but the impacts fall heavily on the most vulnerable 

–children, women, elderly, and people living in poverty. This places an additional 

economic burden, with pollution estimated to cost 2 per cent of GDP and up to 7 per cent 

of annual health care spending. 
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Policy recommendations 
 
As a result, the panel highlighted the following policy recommendations:  
 

(1) The countries in Asia-Pacific must urgently focus on this issue. 99 of the 100 most 

polluted cities are in Asia.  According to the WHO, more than 90 per cent of the region’s 

population is exposed to levels of air pollution that pose significant risks to their 

enjoyment of the human right to health. Vast populations across the region are at risk 

from air pollution and a lack of effort to address the problem. 

 

(2) Without serious action now to clean our skies, and to reduce the risks of further air 

pollution, we risk losing many of the development gains we’ve seen in the region over 

recent decades and regressing against the SDGs, specifically in SDG3 on Health and SDG 

11 on Cities. We also know that we are not making sufficient progress against SDG 13 

on Climate Action, which is directly related to pollutants and emissions we are releasing 

to the skies. We cannot achieve the 2030 Agenda if the way we develop pollutes our cities 

and endangers our population. 

 

(3) We must accelerate decarbonization. A transition to clean energy is essential, as 

continuing with fossil-fuel based energy will lock us into growing emissions and poor air 

quality. Enhancing the region’s capacity to integrate decarbonization, energy efficiency, 

pollution reduction and climate change mitigation is a key part of ESCAP’s Framework 

response to COVID-19. Government stimulus packages must include decarbonization to 

accelerate the transition. Stimulus investments should not be allowed to increase 

pollution but should include priorities and safeguards to ensure reductions.   

 

(4) Enhance public transport and expand electric vehicles use. Reductions from vehicle 

emissions were key to the temporary clearing of the skies. To make them permanent, 

public transport must be expanded in a safe and efficient manner, and a shift to electric 

vehicles needs to be accelerated.   

 

(5) Protect and restore ecosystems. Greening our cities, protecting and expanding natural 

areas and promoting nature-based solutions will all improve air quality, and a green 

recovery must include environmental actions, not only economic stimulus and social 

protections.   

 

(6) Strengthen regional cooperation. Air pollution is transboundary. Whether from 

agricultural burning, transport emissions, industrial activity, or power plants, the 

pollutants can travel vast distances, impacting millions of people. The source of pollution 

in one city, for example, may be well outside its jurisdictional boundaries, or even national 

boundaries.  All levels of government need to come together to address this problem.   
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