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Editorial

Environmental Hazards and Women’s Health: A Neglected Need
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Environmental health is a set of effects and interac-
tions between humans and their surroundings. The re-
sult of these interactions can promote or endanger hu-
man health. Accordingly, environmental hazards could be
termed as events which threaten the health of inhabitants
of that environment either reversible or irreversible (1). Al-
though these hazards comprise pollutants and natural dis-
asters, most of the environmental risks are related to in-
dustrial and technological advances that negatively affect
the environment and human’s health (1).

Generally, man-made hazards can be classified into
four categories: Chemical, physical (mechanical), biologi-
cal, and psychosocial (1). Chemical hazards are those cre-
ated by chemical substances that can cause significant
damages to the environment and ultimately to humans.
Some examples are soil pollution and smoking (1). Physi-
cal hazards are a kind of occupational hazards, which can
be hazardous by contact or non-contact such as noise pol-
lution or X-ray (1). Biological hazards are referred to those
biological substances that pose a threat to the health of
living organisms, in particular, humans (1). The examples
are allergens, infectious epidemics, and food poisoning.
The fourth category is psychosocial hazards, which include
stress, violence, other stressors, and so on (2).

One of the dimensions of community health promo-
tion is the consideration of environmental mechanisms
that affect the individuals’ health by ecological effects. En-
vironmental pollutions, including water pollution, air pol-
lution, and noise pollution, reduce health status.

Evidently, the effects of environmental hazards are
more severe on women than on men. Not only physiologi-
cally, but also socioeconomically are women more vulnera-
ble to environmental hazards. They threaten women from
childhood to old age. In wars, the main victims of violence
and socioeconomic consequences are women (3).

Research shows that an increase in fine particles in the

air exerts negative effects on mental health. The effect of air
pollution has been proven on cardiovascular disease, pul-
monary diseases such as asthma, stroke, various cancers,
and even early death (4). In general, women are less likely
to develop heart disease compared to men, but cardiovas-
cular diseases remarkably increase per 10 micrograms of
pollutants per square meter of air in diabetic women (5).
The concept that housewives who spend most of their time
at home are less exposed to the dangers of air pollution is
wrong. According to evidence, air pollution creates a ma-
jor risk for women who are active at home. In fact, two
types of air pollution threaten housewives. The first is pol-
lution from outside, as, in large cities, contaminants’ lev-
els do not significantly differ inside and outside the house.
The second type of pollution is caused by cooking and in-
halation of gases from detergents (6). The inhalation of air
pollution both inside and outside the house poses a health
risk to women. Air pollutants such as suspended particles
and heavy metals can reduce the fertility of women (6). On
the other hand, women who present in out-of-home work
environments, due to the dual responsibility at home and
work environment, are more prone to mental harm, and if
the risk of sexual violence is added to, their vulnerability
will be far greater (7).

The effect of climate change on the health of women
and men is different and depends on geographic and socio-
economic factors. Meanwhile, women, especially those
in higher poverty, are at a higher risk of climate change
effects. Climate change causes women’s mortality to in-
crease and their life expectancy to decrease (7). Women
and girls are at an increased risk of physical, sexual, and
domestic violence after events and disasters. These effects
are strengthened by reducing the socio-economic status of
women (7).

Despite the fact that women are globally more vulnera-
ble to environmental hazards, government laws have pro-
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vided insufficient support for women. To reduce environ-
mental risks, different laws and policies have been devel-
oped depending on the country’s development to protect
the community, but many of them are not by sex, so they
are not responsive to women’s specific needs.

It is very important to pay attention to the health of
women based on their right to be healthy and as a pop-
ulation that comprises half of the society and is respon-
sible for the upbringing of children. In this regard, Iran,
in line with international organizations’ global plan and
like many other countries, needs to design environmen-
tal risk reduction policies that meet the different needs
of both sexes, while they should be set fairly and in an
evidence-based manner. To be more effective, these regu-
lations should engage people and all sectors.

While having distinct programs to control the side ef-
fects of environmental hazards in legal and executive as-
pects, Iran has not yet succeeded to answer many of the so-
ciety’s needs, especially women. Therefore, it needs much
more effort at all levels of governance, including people, ju-
diciary, execution, and parliament levels, to give adequate
and gender-based responses before and after the appear-
ance of devastating, harmful effects of environmental haz-
ards on the citizens of this land.
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