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Air quality, health and COVID-19
Air pollution fell dramatically around the world during the coronavirus lockdown of 
2020 as industrial activity and commuting ceased. But how have the cumulative health 
impacts of poor air quality over recent years added to the threat from the virus?
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The largest lockdown of all
On 24 March 2020 Prime Minister Modi ordered India’s population 
of 1.3 billion into lockdown for 21 days. All construction activities, 
public transport and industry were halted. India is the second-largest 
country in the world by population (after China) so this was the 
largest lockdown of all.

A new view
On 3 April, just 10 days into the lockdown, this photograph was 
taken by photojournalist Pardeep Pandit in the city of Jalandhar, 
Punjab. Across northern India the foothills of the Himalayas came 
into view for the first time in a generation. The Indian test cricketer 
Harbhajan Singh tweeted:

‘Never seen Dhauladhar range from my home rooftop in 
Jalandhar….never could imagine that’s possible….clear indication of 
the impact the pollution has done by us to Mother Earth...’

The Dhauladhar range of mountains became visible from Jalandhar 
because of a dramatic fall in levels of air pollution (Figure 1). On 
a typical day these snow-capped mountains would be blocked 
out by the thick smog of vehicle emissions. These mountains form 
part of the foothills of the Himalayas proper and the highest peak 
of Hanuman Tibba lies approximately 180 km from the centre of 
Jalandhar. Find these places on a map.

Air pollution in low-income 
countries
The World Health Organization (WHO) has estimated that about 
3 million people die every year from conditions related to poor air 
quality. Air pollution is a problem in all regions of the world, but 
people living in cities in low-income countries are most at risk. 
According to the 2018 WHO air-quality database, 97% of cities (with 
more than 100,000 inhabitants) in low- and middle-income countries 
do not meet WHO air-quality guidelines. In high-income countries, 
this figure falls dramatically to 49%.

India has six of the world’s most polluted cities. Air pollution in 
its northern cities can reach unbearable levels. It is not unusual for 
air quality in Delhi to be classified as hazardous with the potential 
to cause respiratory conditions. When smog is especially bad, flights 
may be cancelled because of poor visibility. 

Air pollution, health and COVID-19
There is a long-established connection between air quality and 
health in the urban environment. As air quality in cities decreases, 
the risk of respiratory conditions, as well as strokes, heart disease 
and lung cancer, rises. 

During and since lockdown, there has been research into the 
potential links between lung damage caused by prolonged exposure 
to poor air, and COVID-19-related deaths. Since exposure to air 
pollution is known to damage the heart and lungs, it may increase 
vulnerability to death and serious illness from contracting the virus. 
If follows that this impact may be most severe in those parts of the 
world where air quality is poorest.

A chance to change?
The once in a lifetime glimpse of snow-capped mountains across 
northern India hinted at an opportunity to do things differently. 
It highlighted how grim ‘normal’ conditions had become in 
many urban environments (see the article on pp. 30–33 about 
Birmingham). There have been debates about the origins of the 
pandemic and how the destruction of habitats coupled with a 
warming climate may encourage disease transmission from animals 
to humans. In the UK research has suggested that people would 
support a green economic recovery, retaining some of the lifestyle 
changes forced by lockdown. Will the shock of the pandemic be 
translated into real change?

Jamie Woodward is professor of physical geography 
at The University of Manchester.
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Note: PM2.5 are small particles released in vehicle emissions and by burning fuels such as wood 
and coal. It is normal for levels to fall at this time of year, due to falling fuel use at the end of 
winter, and weather conditions allowing clean air in from the Himalayas

Figure 1 Average daily PM2.5 level in Delhi, spring 2019 and 2020.  
Note the period of improved air quality during lockdown 
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