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Pollution has emerged as one of the gravest health
crises in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs)
in past years. Its impact on public health is often
overlooked amidst economic struggles and
competing priorities. From toxic air to contaminated
water and hazardous waste, pollution relentlessly
erodes the health of millions. It keeps on straining
fragile healthcare systems and deepening
socioeconomic disparities.

Pollution in LMICs is not a singular problem but a
complex web of environmental hazards. Air
pollution, largely driven by urbanization, industrial
emissions, and reliance on fossil fuels. It claims
nearly 4.5 million lives annually, according to the
WHO! In Punjab, Pakistan, the severe smog crisis has
significantly impacted public health. There were over
2 million residents seeking medical care for smog-
related illnesses in a single month.’ Lahore, the most
affected city, recorded an Air Quality Index (AQI) of
1,100, indicating hazardous air quality.

Water pollution adds another layer of peril. Industrial
waste, agricultural runoff, and poor sanitation
contaminate water sources, leading to outbreaks of
diarrhea, cholera, and other waterborne diseases.
Meanwhile, soil pollution from pesticides and
improper waste disposal contributes to food
insecurity and the proliferation of toxins in the food
chain.

The health impacts of pollution in LMICs extend
beyond individuals to society at large. Treating
pollution-related illnesses imposes a heavy financial
burden on already underfunded healthcare systems.
Families face catastrophic healthcare expenses,
pushing millions further into poverty. Moreover, the
loss of productivity due to pollution-induced illnesses
stifles economic growth, perpetuating a vicious cycle
ofunderdevelopment.’

Children are particularly vulnerable. Exposure to

polluted environments during critical stages of
growth can result in developmental delays, cognitive
impairments, and long-term health issues, This not
only robbing them of their potential but limiting their
contribution to future economic development.

Despite the alarming statistics, addressing pollution
in LMICs is fraught with challenges. Weak regulatory
frameworks, limited resources, and a lack of political
will hinder the enforcement of environmental
protections. Many LMICs prioritize rapid
industrialization and urbanization, often at the
expense of environmental sustainability.
Additionally, public awareness about the health
impacts of pollution remains low, further delaying
collective action.’

The Way Forward

Tackling pollution and its health impacts in LMICs
requires a multi-pronged approach:7

1.  Governments must prioritize pollution control
by enforcing stringent environmental
regulations, promoting clean energy, and
incentivizing green industries.

2. High-income countries must support LMICs by
providing funding, technology, and expertise to
combat pollution through international
cooperation and partnerships.

3. Educating communities about the health risks
of pollution can drive behavior change and
foster grassroots initiatives.

4. Building resilient healthcare systems equipped
to manage pollution-related illnesses is
essential for mitigating its health impacts.

5. LMICs can leverage affordable and locally
adaptable technologies to reduce pollution,
such as improved cookstoves, waste-to-energy
initiatives, and low-cost water filtration
systems.
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Pollution is a silent killer in LMICs, disproport-
ionately affecting the most vulnerable populations.
Ignoring this crisis not only jeopardizes public health
but also undermines the progress these nations strive
to achieve. The time for action is now. Governments,
global organizations, and individuals must unite to
combat pollution. It ensures healthier lives and a
sustainable future for generations to come. By
prioritizing pollution control, LMICs can turn the tide
on this public health crisis that will lay the foundation
for equitable and sustainable development.
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