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Bangladesh, a nation pulsating with life and 
undergoing rapid economic development, faces a 
pervasive and insidious threat: Air pollution. The 
confluence of a dense population, burgeoning 
industrialization and relentless urbanization 
contributes to a noxious cocktail of pollutants 
permeating the air, posing grave health risks to all 
citizens, with particularly devastating consequences 
for vulnerable populations such as children, 
pregnant women, and the elderly. This silent killer 
demands immediate attention and comprehensive 
action to mitigate its devastating effects.
Children: A Generation Gasping for Air
Children bear a disproportionate burden of air 
pollution's impact. Their developing respiratory 
systems, higher breathing rates, and closer proximity 
to the ground, where pollutant concentrations are 
often higher, make them exceptionally susceptible. 
Exposure to a range of pollutants, including 
Particulate Matter (PM2.5) Nitrogen dioxide (NO2) 
Sulfur dioxide (SO2) Ozone (O3) and Volatile 
Organic Compounds (VOCs) can lead to a cascade 
of respiratory illnesses and long-term health 
problems.
l	Asthma: Air pollution is a major trigger for 
asthma attacks and a significant contributor to the 
development of the disease in children. The 
prevalence of childhood asthma in Bangladesh is 
alarmingly high, with a strong correlation 
between poor air quality and the incidence of the 
disease.1 Wheezing, coughing, shortness of 
breath, and chest tightness are common symptoms 
that can severely impact a child's quality of life 
and require ongoing medical management.
l	Pneumonia: Air pollution weakens the lungs' 
natural defenses, making children more vulnerable

to infections like pneumonia, a leading cause of 
death among children under five in Bangladesh. 
The inflammation caused by inhaled pollutants 
creates a breeding ground for bacteria and viruses, 
increasing the severity and frequency of 
respiratory infections.
l	Bronchitis and other respiratory infections: 
Bronchitis are common among children exposed 
to high levels of air pollution which hinder lung 
development, leading to reduced lung function 
and increased susceptibility to respiratory 
problems throughout life.2 The cumulative effect 
of repeated infections can have a debilitating 
impact on a child's overall health and well-being.
l	Impaired cognitive development: Studies have 
shown that exposure to pollutants can negatively 
impact brain development, potentially affecting 
cognitive function, academic performance and 
even behavioral development.3 This insidious 
effect of air pollution threatens the future potential 
of an entire generation.
Pregnant Women: A Toxic Burden on New Life
Pregnant women and their developing fetuses are 
particularly vulnerable to the insidious effects of 
air pollution. The placenta can inadvertently 
become a conduit for harmful pollutants, exposing 
the unborn child to a toxic environment during 
critical periods of development. This exposure can 
have devastating and irreversible consequences.
l	Low birth weight: Air pollution restricts fetal 
growth by interfering with the delivery of oxygen 
and nutrients through the placenta and thereby 
lead to low birth weight babies. 
l	Preterm birth: Exposure to pollutants can 
trigger inflammation and oxidative stress in the 
pregnant woman, potentially leading to premature 
labor and delivery. Preterm infants face a higher 
risk of neonatal mortality and a range of long-term 
health problems, including respiratory complications, 
cerebral palsy and developmental disabilities.4

l	Birth defects: Studies have suggested a possible 
link between air pollution exposure during pregnancy
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and an increased risk of certain birth defects, 
including congenital heart defects and neural tube 
defects.5 But more research is needed. 
l	Developmental problems: Exposure to air 
pollution in utero can disrupt fetal brain 
development, potentially leading to developmental 
delays, cognitive impairments, and behavioral 
problems in the child. The long-term consequences 
of this early exposure can have a profound impact 
on a child's life trajectory.

Adults: A Slow and Silent Killer
Air pollution poses significant health risks to 
adults as well. Long-term exposure to a cocktail 
of pollutants can contribute to a range of chronic 
diseases and significantly reduce life expectancy.
l	Respiratory diseases: Chronic Obstructive 
Pulmonary Disease (COPD) bronchitis, emphysema, 
and asthma are more prevalent in areas with high air 
pollution.6 These debilitating respiratory conditions 
can severely restrict lung function, leading to 
shortness of breath, chronic coughing and reduced 
quality of life.
l	Cardiovascular diseases: Air pollution damages 
blood vessels and increases the risk of heart attacks, 
strokes and other cardiovascular problems.7 Fine 
particulate matter can enter the bloodstream, 
triggering inflammation and contributing to the 
development of atherosclerosis, the buildup of 
plaque in the arteries.
l	Lung cancer: Exposure to certain air pollutants, 
such as benzene and Polycyclic Aromatic 
Hydrocarbons (PAHs) is a known risk factor for 
lung cancer. These carcinogens can damage DNA 
and initiate the development of cancerous tumors 
in the lungs.8

l	Diabetes: Emerging research suggests a link 
between air pollution and an increased risk of 
developing type 2 diabetes. Air pollution can 
disrupt insulin function and contribute to insulin 
resistance, a key factor in the development of type 
2 diabetes.9

l	Reduced life expectancy: Numerous studies 
have demonstrated a clear link between long-term 
exposure to air pollution and reduced life 
expectancy. The cumulative effects of air pollution 
on multiple organ systems can significantly 
shorten lifespan and diminish quality of life.
 

The Way Forward: Breathing Easier in 
Bangladesh
Addressing Bangladesh's air pollution crisis 
requires a comprehensive, multi-faceted approach 
involving government, industry, communities and 
individuals.
l	Strengthened regulations and enforcement: 
Stricter emission standards for vehicles and 
industries, robust monitoring and enforcement 
mechanisms are crucial.
l	 Sustainable transportation investments: 
Promoting public transport, cycling and walking 
can reduce reliance on private vehicles.
l	Transition to cleaner energy: Shifting from 
fossil fuels to renewables like solar and wind 
power is essential.
l	Public awareness: Educating the public about 
the health risks of air pollution and promoting 
individual actions is vital.
l	International collaboration: Working with 
neighboring countries and international organizations 
to address transboundary pollution is crucial.
l	Urban planning and green spaces: Implementing 
effective urban planning, including green spaces 
and urban forestry, can mitigate pollution's effects.
By taking decisive and collaborative action, 
Bangladesh can protect the health of its citizens and 
ensure a brighter, healthier future for generations to 
come. The time to act is now, before the air we 
breathe becomes the air that suffocates us.
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