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In their recent paper entitled “The burden of avoid-
able disease from air pollution: implications for pre-
vention”, Jonathan Samet and Meghan Buran discuss 
one of the most important, current problems of public 
health [1]. Air pollution is nowadays the greatest threat 
to the health of the population around the world. It is 
not without reason that the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) defined air pollution as the single great-
est environmental risk to health [2], at the same time 
specifying the problem as the “new tobacco” [3]. As 
the authors of the paper point out, both smoking and 
ambient air pollution make major contributions to dis-
ease burden. There are many similarities between air 
pollution and smoking, in terms of population expo-
sure, the possibility of reducing adverse health effects 
through adequate control of its intake and emission, 
and the foreseeable resistance to legislative solutions 
from groups to which these branches of the econo-
my bring income. Despite the benefits of introducing 
appropriate regulations of air pollution and tobacco 
smoking control, the costs required to develop these 
are incomparable. However, we should always remem-
ber the consequences of not introducing regulations, 
especially in the case of countries such as Poland, 
where high levels of PM2.5 are still observed. Accord-
ing to the WHO Ambient Air Pollution Database, over 
30 of the 50 most polluted cities in Europe are locat-
ed in Poland [4]. This situation contributes annual-
ly to about 23,500 premature deaths [1]. The scale is 
likely much larger. It should be remembered that the 
negative impact of air pollution on pregnancy and the 
development of a child in the following years of their 
life possibly lead to premature death in the future. 

The developing fetus is extremely sensitive to the 
harmful effects of air pollution and its compounds 
inhaled by a pregnant woman. These compounds are 
transferred through the pulmonary alveoli to the mater-
nal circulation, reaching in effect the placenta and the 
fetal circulation [5]. The immature immunological sys-
tem and liver of the fetus make the metabolism of these 
compounds and their elimination difficult. Exposure of 
a pregnant woman to compounds contained in polluted 
air may result in intrauterine growth restriction, preterm 
birth, low birthweight, development of congenital abnor-
malities, and unfavorable course of pregnancy or delivery 
[6, 7]. The fetal DNA repair mechanisms are also imma-
ture, which, with the simultaneous intense proliferation 
of cells, leads to changes in the genetic material and epi-
genetic changes that multiply during subsequent cell divi-
sions, increasing the risk of chronic diseases and cancer 
in postnatal life, and may lead to premature death [7, 8].

Today’s air pollution could take its toll on human 
health for decades to come. Thus, the earlier appropriate 
control policies are taken to reduce it, the healthier soci-
ety will be, not only today but also in the future.
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