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Air Pollution Impacts on Women’s Health
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Current scientific researches indicate that environ-
mental factors affect women'’s health. In spite of the grow-
ing interest in assessing impacts of environmental factors
on the health status of women, more attention should
be focused on assessing the effects of air pollution on
women’s health. Recently the impact of air pollution, both
indoor and outdoor, on women health has been a topic of
considerable interest to a wide range of researchers and
policy analysts (1, 2). Research findings have documented
a statistical association between exposures to air pollu-
tants, both criteria and non-criteria, and the development
of disease and illness, including cancer, chronic obstruc-
tive pulmonary disease (COPD), cardiovascular disease, re-
productive dysfunction, autoimmune diseases, and neuro-
logic impairment (3-6). These findings have been found
in short-term studies, which relate day-to-day variations
in air pollution and health effects, and long-term studies,
which have followed cohorts of exposed individuals over
time. Effects have been seen at even very low levels of expo-
sure (7).

There are many epidemiological studies that have as-
sessed the increased risk of lung cancer from living in an
urban rather than a rural area, with the assumption that
living in an urban area is a surrogate for higher air pollu-
tion exposure (8). In general, these studies have found an
elevated risk for lung cancer in urban populations com-
pared to nonurban ones (9). Some of these studies were
specifically conducted on women. For example to investi-
gate the relationship between female lung cancer mortal-
ity and outdoor air pollution using an index reflecting am-
bient concentrations of criteria air pollutants in Taiwan, a
matched case-control study was conducted using female
deaths that occurred from 1994 through 2003. The results
of the study showed that women who lived in the group
of municipalities with highest levels of air pollution expo-
sure index were at a statistically significant increased lung
cancer risk compared to the group living in municipalities
with the lowest air pollution exposure index, after control-
ling for possible confounders (10).

Some epidemiological studies suggest that the in-

creased risk from fine airborne particles may be gender
specific with postmenopausal women being more suscep-
tible. The association of long-term exposure to PM2.5 with
cardiovascular events has been studied on women with-
out previous cardiovascular disease in 36 US metropoli-
tan areas. Results from this women’s study showed that
long-term exposure to fine particulate air pollution is as-
sociated with the incidence of cardiovascular disease and
death among postmenopausal women. Results indicate
that for each 10 pg/m? increase in PM2.5 there is a 24% in-
crease risk of a cardiovascular event and the risk of dying
from heart attack or stroke is increased by 76% (11).

It has been found that both short-term and long-term
exposure of pregnant women to low levels of common
air pollutants during pregnancy significantly increases the
risk of babies being born small (12). Researchers estimate
that for every increase of 5 pg/m? exposure to PM2.5 dur-
ing pregnancy, the risk of low birth weight rises by 18%.
Research findings have indicated that if levels of PM2.5 re-
duce to 10 pg/m3, more than one in five cases of low birth
weight deliveries can be prevented.
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