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The current COVID19 pandemic cause an enormous number of cases of diseases and 

premature deaths (EPIWIN 2020).  The number of cases tests health care systems and has 

led to dramatic actions in many countries e.g. China, Singapore, Japan, Italy, Spain and 

many other countries. The actions had considerable success in some countries  such as 

China, South Korea and Japan, but still led to a large impact in others like Spain and Italy.  

Prevention is currently the key through first of all of the stay at home programmes, and 

also hygiene measures, social distancing, and wearing masks in indoor public spaces and 

has led to a large reduction in the number of potential cases that otherwise would 

completely overwhelm the health care systems (Ferguson et al 2020, Covid19Risk 2020) 

The drastic prevention measures, particularly the stay at home, also caused a large 

reduction in traffic (70-80% or more) and industrial activities, which may have resulted 

in large reductions in CO2 emissions and air pollution, up to 20-30% in China (WEF 2020, 

Romei and Burn-Murdoch 2020).  A similar reduction is seen in Italy (Space 2020), larger 

in Barcelona (75%)(@contaminacio_2020) and other places (Watts and Kommenda 

2020, Carrington 2020, Baldasano 2020).  NO2 levels have seen larger reductions in 

general than particulate matter levels.  

Worldwide, every year an estimated 8.8 million people die prematurely of air pollution, 

which causes an average reduction of 2.9 years in life expectancy (Lelieveld et al 2020), 

3.2 million die prematurely because of lack of physical activity and 1.35 million because 
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of traffic accidents (GBD 2018, WHO 2020). Furthermore, the climate crisis results in an 

increasing number of premature deaths (Costello et al 2009).   

In China, where they are now beyond the peak and for which there is data available, a 

quick back on the envelope calculation showed that a 25% reduction in air pollution levels 

for one month may have prevented more than 9000 premature death*, which is higher 

than the number of deaths due to COVID19 (nearly 4000).  And some suggested this may 

be as high as 77000 (McMahon 2020, Aufhammer et al 2020). However, increased indoor 

air pollution from smoking may have increased the number of premature deaths.   

In countries like Italy and Spain, the air pollution levels were much lower to start with 

than in a China and therefore less premature deaths can be prevented by lower air 

pollution levels. The number of deaths caused by the COVID19 is likely to be higher than 

the reduced number caused by lower air pollution levels.  

However, lower levels of air pollution may reduce the transmission and fatality rate of 

COVID19 as was suggested from some SARS research (Barbiroglio E 2020, Cui et al 

2003) and is now suggested for COVID19 (Zhang et al 2020 )  

So what are the likely impacts of the measures.  The impacts are not only only on air 

pollution but also other exposures and factors that are important for health.  

The stay at home programmes may cause a significant reduction in physical activity 

during that time and lead to an increase in premature mortality.  Some preliminary data 

suggest a reduction in physical activity of 20-30% (Fitbit 2020). Physical activity is very 

important for physical and mental health, including the immune system. Home exercise 

may mitigate some of the effects, and there are calls to allow outdoor exercise as part of 

stay at home programs to keep up fitness, which would prevent disease  (Wyke et al 2020) 

In China, the reduction in car traffic has led to a large reduction in accidents 

(Insurancejournal 2020). In 2016, 256,180 people were killed by car accidents in China 

(WHO 2020). This works out to more than 20,000 fatal accidents per month, which could 

have been avoided. Reduction in car accidents are likely in other countries, where the stay 

at home programmes are implemented, but the number of accidents is normally lower, 

and fewer could be avoided.   

The largest impact on public health may come from the economic downturn, including 

job losses, although the evidence from, for example, the 2007 crisis was quite mixed and 

it all may depend on the mitigation measures taken (Parmar et al 2016, Portes 2020).  The 

current crisis though looks to be much more severe and may lead to a whole collapse of 

certain sectors such as aviation, entertainment and tourism, and therefore have much more 

pronounced consequences on the economy and health.  A strong health system needs a 

strong economy, and what we know now is that a strong economy needs a strong health 

system.   

Cities are hotspot of the outbreaks because of e.g. the high population density, close 

contact of people, high mobility, shared transport and they are gateways, but rural areas 

have been hit hard too (Bliss and Capps 2020).  The advantage though for cities is that 

they often have better and easier accessible health care systems in place.  
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Cities are also the solution, as they are centres of innovation, and can be drivers of public 

health improvement e.g. through better urban and transport planning e.g. by moving away 

from our car centred approach towards walking and cycling transportation 

(Nieuwenhuijsen 2020, 20trends 2020). Walking and cycling have the advantage that 

there is a low risk of contagion, and at the same time it strengthens the lungs and immune 

system. 

The social distancing programs are likely to stay in place for the foreseeable future and 

we need to prepare our cities for this, for example by providing quickly sufficient and 

safe infrastructure for walking and cycling to work, which provides opportunities for 

daily physical activity without causing high air pollution levels, and sufficient and safe 

public spaces like parks, beaches and other outdoor places, where people can meet and 

exercise without a high risk of contagion.   

In a city like Barcelona 60% of public space is used by cars and this is not the best and 

most effective way to use public space, if you need a lot of space for people due to social 

distancing. Innovative approaches on the use of public space are urgently needed. 

New urban models like the Barcelona Superblocks (Mueller et al 2020), the Paris 15 

Minute city (Sisson 2020) or the Hamburg Car free city (Nieuwenhuijsen and Khreis 

2016) are likely to lead to more resilient cities that are also more sustainable, liveable and 

health (Nieuwenhuijsen 2020) and therefore should be promoted.  

Social distancing and home containment may lead to loneliness and poor mental health, 

which are already an issue in cities.  How can cities use public space and their services to 

reduce the impacts?   Furthermore, for many of these issues there is an unequal 

distribution in society with e.g. the more deprived and elderly left behind, and it is 

important to take measures to mitigate the impacts for these groups and reduce 

inequalities. 

The COVID19 pandemic put public health at the centre of policy making, and shows that 

drastic actions are possible to reduce the potential number of deaths. Could we have a 

similar approach to our other large problems that we have such as air pollution, traffic 

accidents and the climate crisis that cause millions of premature death each year, but 

without the unwanted side effects on the economy?  Can we place prevention rather than 

treatment at the centre of our policy and decision making? 

The COVID19 pandemic is a wakeup call, as our world won´t be the same, and a chance 

to build better and more sustainable societies and cities. Currently it may give us time to 

reflect and think about solutions for the long term, while addressing a short term problem.  

But can we have a permanent paradigm shift and prevent us falling back into bad old 

habits?  

One of the victims of the COVID19 pandemic may be the European green deal (EC 2019) 

as it may compete with the financial resources needed for both.  But if we make any 

financial stimulus package for the COVID19 pandemic adhere to the green deal 

principles, the benefits for society would be much greater.  

In the short term we need to focus on the burden on the health care systems.  For the 

medium to long term, we should analyse the data that become available, take a more 
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holistic view of the pandemic, and evaluate, build and implement policies that address 

health care system requirements, including surveillance, environmental and climate 

impacts, and governance and can prevent premature death in the short and long term.  
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