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Health and Economic Costs of 
Environmental Pollution

Breathing polluted air is harmful to human health and results in sub-
stantial economic costs to society. Breathing particulate matter and air 
toxics aggravates asthma, causes pre-term births, low birth-weight ba-
bies, lung disease, heart attacks, cancer and premature death.1

Air pollution has a staggering effect on human health in California. 
According to California Air Resources Board estimates, each year air 
pollution is associated with: 

• 19,000 annual premature deaths,
• 280,000 annual cases of asthma symptoms,
• 1.9 million annual lost work days; and,
•  More than 1 million respiratory-related school absences.

The financial impact of breathing dirty air is just as overwhelming. A recent Rand Institute study found that the 
30,000 hospital admissions and ER visits resulting from breathing polluted air in California over a 3-year period, 
from 2005 to 2007, resulted in over $766 million in hospital charges.2

Over a third (12,384) of these hospitalizations and ER visits were in Los Angeles 
County alone, for $343 million in hospital charges—43 percent of the statewide 
total. These hospitalizations and ER visits represent nearly half of all similar hospital 
services in LA County during that time period.3

Concentrated Hazards and Unequal Impacts
Some people are more vulnerable to the health effects of air pollution than others, 
including young children, the elderly, and people with chronic lung and heart dis-
ease or suffering from asthma or bronchitis.4

Pe
te

r B
en

ne
tt/

G
re

en
 S

to
ck

 P
ho

to
s



Page 2 

Cancer Risks Associated with Air Toxics in Los Angeles

Estimated cancer risk from air toxics exposure is between 1,600 and 3692 
additional cancer cases per one million in the areas highlighted in red, all of which 
are characterized by low-income residential populations. In these communities 
the cancer risk is over three times as high as other locations in the Los Angeles 
metropolitan area. 

 Source: South Coast Air Quality Management District, MATES III: Multiple Air 
Toxics Exposure Study, 2008, www.aqmd.gov/prdas/matesIII/matesIII.html

Estimated Cancer Risk
MATES III (2005)

Research in California has shown that low-income individuals and people of color are also more vulnerable. Their 
increased risk of pollution-related health problems stems from living in neighborhoods with higher concentrations 
of air pollution and environmental hazards.5

People who live in poverty, with poor housing and limited educational opportunities, often live surrounded by high-
traffic roads, freeways and rail yards, and heavy concentrations of industrial sites—such as refineries, auto body shops 
and metal plating facilities—that generate air pollution and other environmental hazards.6

Using numerous public data sources, computer mapping technology, and powerful statistical procedures, researchers 
have identified Los Angeles’s concentrated toxic exposures and vulnerability to air pollution. These research efforts 
demonstrate the extent and depth of the environmental health challenges facing the residents who live there.7

These research findings show that the Los Angeles neighborhoods adjacent to the major transportation corridors, and 
those surrounding the Port of LA and Long Beach, have the most industrial land uses and the highest concentration of 
facilities that emit toxic air pollution. In addition, low-income neighborhoods in Central, South and East Los Angeles 
have the highest proportion of homes, schools and other sensitive land uses located next to or near polluting facilities. 
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Pervasive Environmental Problems Require Innovative Policy Solutions
According to the President’s Cancer Panel, complex and weak laws and regulations, poor enforcement, and fragment-
ed authority allow avoidable exposures to cancer-causing agents to proliferate in the workplace and the community. 
The Panel also found that existing regulations fail to take multiple exposures and exposure interactions into account.8

While state and federal agencies set standards for air and water quality, and have oversight of some individual busi-
nesses and industrial sites that pollute the air with particulate matter and air toxics, these agencies do not monitor 
or regulate all of the polluting facilities in a specific neighborhood or their cumulative environmental impacts on 
residents. 

Municipal governments, however, have the authority to regulate land use across a jurisdiction and effectively address 
toxic hot spots, or the over-concentration of business and industrial uses that pose a significant environmental hazard 
in an identified area.9

Local planning, land use and zoning policies provide the most promising avenues for city and county governments to 
help overburdened communities. Public health experts suggest that municipal policy changes and interventions can 
play a more powerful role than health services in improving health outcomes for low-income communities of color.10

Previous public health interventions using planning, land use and zoning mechanisms to regulate problematic land 
uses in low-income communities of color have led to healthier, safer environments in Los Angeles.11 

Los Angeles has a track record of adapting traditional planning tools to effectively regulate liquor stores, fast food 
outlets and excessive numbers of medical marijuana outlets located adjacent to sensitive uses.12  It is time to apply 
these same measures to the problem of toxic overload to reduce health threats. 

 
A Vision for Healthy and Revitalized Communities
It violates every fundamental notion of fairness that people of color in low-income communities should suffer greater 
levels of disease and death. By addressing the proliferation of toxic sites in these neighborhoods, we can reduce this 
human toll and provide a safer, healthier future. 

Government, business, public health agencies, community organizations and residents must work together to achieve 
Los Angeles’ goal of becoming the cleanest and greenest big city in the U.S. by expanding job opportunities while 
protecting public health and environmental quality. 

Using common tools of municipal land-use policy and economic incentives, we can create Green Zones in three pilot 
areas to attract new green businesses and help existing businesses clean up and green up to generate and retain jobs 
while safeguarding community health. 
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A comprehensive policy framework will emphasize: 

• Prevention: Prevent further toxic overload in already overburdened communities.
• Reduction: Clean up, reduce and mitigate existing environmental problems and hazards.
•  Transformation: Implement innovative economic revitalization strategies that will transform toxic neighbor-

hoods into healthy, sustainable and vibrant communities. 

Adoption of these recommendations will create healthier people, environments and communities—not only in Los 
Angeles’ most vulnerable neighborhoods but throughout the City and region as a whole.

For more information about the Clean Up Green Up campaign contact:
(323) 397-1554 or ekyanez@yahoo.com
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