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Air pollution is the single largest environmental health risk in Europe and has significant impacts on
the health of the European population, particularly in urban areas. While emissions of key air
pollutants and their concentrations in ambient air have fallen significantly over the past two
decades in Europe, air quality remains poor in many areas.
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Despite improvements, air pollution is still a major health concern for Europeans. Where you live
has an impact on the risks to which you are exposed.

In 2019, air pollution continued to drive a significant burden of premature death and disease in
Europe. In the 27 Member States of the European Union, 307,000 premature deaths resulted from
exposure to fine particulate matter.

The Zero Pollution Action Plan sets the target to reduce the number of premature deaths due to
exposure to fine particulate matter by 55% by 2030, as compared to 2005. Compared to 2005, in
2019 premature deaths attributed to exposure to fine particulate matter decreased by 33% in the
EU-27.

Were the new WHO air quality guidelines for fine particulate matter to have been met across
Europe in 2019, then this would have delivered a 72% drop in premature deaths across the
European Union compared with 2005 levels.

In 2019, emissions of all key air pollutants in the European Union continued to decline despite an
increase in gross domestic production.

The Air quality in Europe report series from the European Environment Agency presents annual
assessments of air pollutant emissions and concentrations in ambient air across Europe, as well as
associated impacts on health and the environment. The annual assessments are based on official data
available from European countries.

Air pollution continues to have significant impacts on the health of the European population, particularly
in urban areas. Exposure to air pollution can lead to a wide range of diseases, including stroke, chronic
obstructive pulmonary disease, trachea, bronchus and lung cancers, aggravated asthma and lower
respiratory infections. Air pollution also has considerable economic impacts, reducing life expectancy,
increasing medical costs and reducing productivity through working days lost across different economic

sectors.



The majority of European citizens consider the health impacts of air pollution to be a very serious
problem (European Commission, 2019). This concern is reflected in increasing public engagement
around air pollution challenges, including ongoing citizen science initiatives engaged in supporting air
quality monitoring along with initiatives targeting public awareness and behavioural changes (EEA,
2020).

In 2021, the World Health Organization (WHO) published new air quality guidelines following a
systematic review of the latest scientific evidence of how air pollution damages human health. The
European Union (EU) has also set standards for key air pollutants in the ambient air quality directives.

This report gives the status of concentrations of pollutants in ambient air in 2019 and 2020 presented by
pollutant, as it relates to both EU air quality standards and the new WHO guideline levels. It presents the
health impacts of exposure to key air pollutants in 2019. In addition, it estimates the potential health
benefits of attaining the relevant EU air quality standards and WHO guideline values for fine particulate
matter, while assessing progress towards the health-related objective of the EU’s Zero Pollution Action
Plan. Finally, it reviews the status of emissions of key air pollutants regulated in the EU and assesses
emissions trends over the period 2005 to 2019.

This report is based on a range of background material produced by the European Topic Centre on Air

Pollution, Transport, Noise and Industrial Pollution (ETC/ATNI). References and links to online reports are
provided in each chapter.

Air pollution continues to have significant impacts on the health of the European population, particularly
in urban areas. Exposure to air pollution can lead to a wide range of diseases, including stroke, chronic
obstructive pulmonary disease, trachea, bronchus and lung cancers, aggravated asthma and lower
respiratory infections. Air pollution also has considerable economic impacts, reducing life expectancy,
increasing medical costs and reducing productivity through working days lost across different economic
sectors.

Identifiers

Report no. 15/2021

Title: Air quality in Europe 2021

HTML - TH-AL-21-014-EN-Q - ISBN 978-92-9480-403-7 - ISSN 1977-8449 - doi: 10.2800/549289

References

Arp, H. P, et al., 2024, ‘The Global Threat from the Irreversible Accumulation of Trifluoroacetic Acid
(TFA)’, Environmental Science and Technology 58, pp. 19925-19935
(https://pubs.acs.org/doi/epdf/10.1021/acs.est.4c06189?ref=article_openPDF) accessed 30
January 2025.


https://data.europa.eu/euodp/en/data/dataset/S2239_92_1_497_ENG
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/assessing-air-quality-through-citizen-science
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/assessing-air-quality-through-citizen-science
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/345329
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/air/quality/standards.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/air/quality/existing_leg.htm
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/epdf/10.1021/acs.est.4c06189?ref=article_openPDF

BAUA et al., 2023, ‘Annex XV restriction report — Per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS)’,
proposal for a REACH restriction (https://echa.europa.eu/documents/10162/1c480180-ece9-1bdd-
1eb8-0f3f8e7c0c49) accessed 20 December 2024.

Cui, J., et al., 2019, ‘The contribution of fluoropolymer thermolysis to trifluoroacetic acid (TFA) in
environmental media’, Chemosphere 222, pp. 637-644 (https://pubmed.ncbi.nim.nih.gov/30731384/)
accessed 30 January 2025.

EC, 2020, ‘Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the
European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions, Chemicals Strategy
for Sustainability Towards a Toxic-Free Environment’
(https://environment.ec.europa.eu/strategy/chemicals-strategy_en) accessed 20 December 2024.

ECHA et al., 2024, ‘Progress update on the per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) restriction
process, 20 November 2024', online news item
(https://echa.europa.eu/documents/10162/67348133/pfas_status_update_report_en.pdf/fc30b694-
cfb1-e9ed-7897-d9f3e4ef9ab7?t=1732088416751) accessed 20 December 2024.

ETC/WMGE & ETC/CME, 2021, Fluorinated polymers in a low carbon, circular and toxic-free economy,
Technical report, Eionet Report - ETC/WMGE 2021/9 (https://www.eionet.europa.eu/etcs/etc-
wmge/products/etc-wmge-reports/fluorinated-polymers-in-a-low-carbon-circular-and-toxic-free-
economy) accessed 30 January 2025.

EEA, 2024, ‘PFAS in textiles in Europe’s circular economy’
(https://www.eea.europa.eu/en/analysis/publications/pfas-in-textiles-in-europes-circular-economy)
accessed 20 December 2024.

EU, 2000, ‘Directive 2000/76/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 4 December 2000
on the incineration of waste’ (https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?
uri=CONSLEG:2000L0076:20001228:EN:PDF) accessed 30 January 2025.

EU, 2006, ‘Regulation (EC) no 1907/2006 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 18
December 2006 concerning the Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and Restriction of Chemicals
(REACH), establishing a European Chemicals Agency, amending Directive 1999/45/EC and repealing
Council Regulation (EEC) No 793/93 and Commission Regulation (EC) No 1488/94 as well as
Council Directive 76/769/EEC and Commission Directives 91/155/EEC, 93/67/EEC, 93/105/EC and
2000/21/EC’ (https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:02006R1907-
20231201) accessed 20 December 2024.

EU, 2019, ‘Regulation (EU) 20191021 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 20 June 2019
on persistent organic pollutants (recast)’ (https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?
uri=CELEX:02019R1021-20241017&from=EN) accessed 20 December 2024.

Gehrmann H-J,, et al., 2024, ‘Mineralization of fluoropolymers from combustion in a pilot plant under
representative european municipal and hazardous waste combustor conditions’, Chemosphere 365,
p. 143403 (https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0045653524023014) accessed 20
December 2024.


https://echa.europa.eu/documents/10162/1c480180-ece9-1bdd-1eb8-0f3f8e7c0c49
https://echa.europa.eu/documents/10162/1c480180-ece9-1bdd-1eb8-0f3f8e7c0c49
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30731384/
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/strategy/chemicals-strategy_en
https://echa.europa.eu/documents/10162/67348133/pfas_status_update_report_en.pdf/fc30b694-cfb1-e9ed-7897-d9f3e4ef9ab7?t=1732088416751
https://echa.europa.eu/documents/10162/67348133/pfas_status_update_report_en.pdf/fc30b694-cfb1-e9ed-7897-d9f3e4ef9ab7?t=1732088416751
https://www.eionet.europa.eu/etcs/etc-wmge/products/etc-wmge-reports/fluorinated-polymers-in-a-low-carbon-circular-and-toxic-free-economy
https://www.eionet.europa.eu/etcs/etc-wmge/products/etc-wmge-reports/fluorinated-polymers-in-a-low-carbon-circular-and-toxic-free-economy
https://www.eionet.europa.eu/etcs/etc-wmge/products/etc-wmge-reports/fluorinated-polymers-in-a-low-carbon-circular-and-toxic-free-economy
https://www.eea.europa.eu/en/analysis/publications/pfas-in-textiles-in-europes-circular-economy
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CONSLEG:2000L0076:20001228:EN:PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CONSLEG:2000L0076:20001228:EN:PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:02006R1907-20231201
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:02006R1907-20231201
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:02019R1021-20241017&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:02019R1021-20241017&from=EN
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0045653524023014

Lohmann R,, et al., 2020, ‘Are Fluoropolymers Really of Low Concern for Human and Environmental
Health and Separate from Other PFAS?’ Environmental Science & Technology 54 (20), pp. 12820-
12828 (https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.est.0c03244) accessed 20 December 2024.

OECD, 2022, Synthesis Report on Understanding Side-Chain Fluorinated Polymers and Their Life Cycle,
OECD Series on Risk Management of Chemicals, OECD Publishing, Paris
(https://one.oecd.org/document/ENV/CBC/MONO(2022)35/en/pdf) accessed 20 December 2024.

OECD, 2024, Synthesis report on understanding Perfluoropolyethers (PFPEs) and their life cycle, OECD
Series on Risk Management of Chemicals, OECD Publishing, Paris
(https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/synthesis-report-on-understanding-perfluoropolyethers-
pfpes-and-their-life-cycle_99ee2d3e-en.html) accessed 20 December 2024.

OECD, forthcoming, Synthesis Report on Understanding Fluoropolymers and Their Life Cycle, OECD
Publishing, Paris.


https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.est.0c03244
https://one.oecd.org/document/ENV/CBC/MONO(2022)35/en/pdf
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/synthesis-report-on-understanding-perfluoropolyethers-pfpes-and-their-life-cycle_99ee2d3e-en.html
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/synthesis-report-on-understanding-perfluoropolyethers-pfpes-and-their-life-cycle_99ee2d3e-en.html

