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AIR KOSOVO – REACHING NEW LOWS 

By Delfinë Elshani  
 

“The failure of governments across the world to ensure clear air, constitutes a ‘violation of the 

rights to life, health and well-being, as well as the right to live in a healthy environment”.  

UN expert.  

In the last decade, air pollution has developed into a rising concern worldwide. Across the globe, 

several initiatives have been undertaken over the years to tackle it while Kosovo, especially the 

capital city, has experienced an enormous deterioration in the air quality that will only escalate 

further. During winter, air pollution in Pristina is persistently well beyond recommended levels and 

in some days, it is reaching the exceptionally hazardous levels. This has been documented by the 

publication of data on air quality by the US Embassy in Pristina as well as Hydrometeorological 

Institute of Kosovo. Nonetheless, our governmental institutions have decided to remain idle and 

just ‘wait and see’ how this paramount issue vanishes with spring. None of the parties that 

participated in the October 6 elections has seriously addressed air pollution in their electoral 

programs, i.e. Kosovo will not undertake any real action in this regard for at least another four 

years. Given the importance that this phenomenon has on our daily lives, this espresso insight 

aims to identify the potential effects of air pollution and its possible economic consequences and 

costs. 

“Air pollution is defined as all destructive effects of any sources which contribute to the pollution 

of the atmosphere and/or deterioration of the ecosystem”.1 In other words, the emissions into the 

air of different gases such as carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide, and sulfur dioxide, as well as 

particular matter, ground level ozone, and liquid droplets.  The main sources of pollution come 

from different industrial activities, motor vehicles, combustion of household fuel for energy 

production, and coal-fired power plants, amongst others.2  

These sources of air pollution cause several damages to the environment as well as health 

complications to humans, which differ according to the length of exposure to them, i.e. long and 

short-term exposure. On the one hand, air pollution leads to the contamination of water and soil, 

severely damages trees, plants, and wildlife, and, amongst others, kills crop yields.3 On the other 

hand, the adverse health effects are numerous and can be grouped into short and long-term 

effects. Among the short-term health problems are pneumonia, headaches, nausea, and nose, 

throat, eye, and skin irritation. Long-term health effects of air pollution encompass respiratory and 

cardiovascular diseases, damage to brain, lungs, kidneys, and liver, birth defects, cancer, and the 

reduction in life expectancy. The increasing rate of morbidity and mortality due to damaging air 

                                                           
1 Ghorani-Azam et al.(2016) “Effects of air pollution on human health and practical measures for prevention in 

Iran” Journal of research in medical sciences: the official journal of Isfahan University of Medical Sciences vol. 21 

65. Available at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5122104/ 
2 World Health Organization. “How air pollution is destroying our health” Available at: 

https://www.who.int/airpollution/news-and-events/how-air-pollution-is-destroying-our-health;  

Barreira et al. (2017). ”Impacts of pollution on our health and the planet: The case of coal power plants”. UN 

Environment, Issue no. 28. Available at:  

https://www.greengrowthknowledge.org/sites/default/files/downloads/resource/Impacts%20of%20pollution%20

on%20our%20health%20and%20the%20planet_The%20case%20of%20coal%20power%20plants.pdf 
3 National Geographic. “Air Pollution” Available at: https://www.nationalgeographic.org/encyclopedia/air-pollution/ 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5122104/
https://www.who.int/airpollution/news-and-events/how-air-pollution-is-destroying-our-health
https://www.greengrowthknowledge.org/sites/default/files/downloads/resource/Impacts%20of%20pollution%20on%20our%20health%20and%20the%20planet_The%20case%20of%20coal%20power%20plants.pdf
https://www.greengrowthknowledge.org/sites/default/files/downloads/resource/Impacts%20of%20pollution%20on%20our%20health%20and%20the%20planet_The%20case%20of%20coal%20power%20plants.pdf
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/encyclopedia/air-pollution/
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quality, especially in the developing countries, has been reported by various studies.4 Among the 

most vulnerable groups effected by air pollution are children under 14, elderly, individuals with 

current health problems such as heart and lung disease, pregnant women, outdoor workers, as 

well as poor families with limited or no access to health care.5 According to the latest State of 

Global Air report, in 2019 air pollution is the fifth leading cause of death, ranked before 

malnutrition, alcohol abuse, and inactivity, which also leads to a reduction in the life expectantly 

by 1.8 years. In general, air pollution causes roughly 6.5 million deaths every year, approximately 

18,000 individuals per day.6 Worrisome is the air pollution’s major impact in the number of 

premature deaths. More precisely, the number of global premature death was 3 million in 2010 

and it is expected to increase to 9 million by 2060, i.e. an increase of up to 200%.  On a similar 

note, the number of children (aged 6-12) and adults affected by bronchitis is estimated to increase 

by roughly 200% and 180%, reaching 36 million and 10 million, respectively. Asthma is another 

illness that mostly affects children, especially of age 5 to 19. Air pollution’s respiratory problems 

kill every year more than 500,000 children younger than 5 years.7 This said, the increase the 

number of individuals affected by various diseases results in an increased number of hospital 

admissions which is estimated to increase from 3.6 (2010) to 11 million (2060).8  

A 2016 OECD study reveals that the effects of air pollution in human health also encompass 

serious economic costs, which are broken down into market and non-market costs. There are three 

types of the market costs; labor productivity related to health complications, additional health 

expenses due to illness, and loss in agricultural output9 First, air pollution negatively effects 

workers’ productivity, being the cause of illnesses that result in more absenteeism and less-

working days. A study reveals that as air pollution levels increase, women, especially the ones with 

children, work less hours.10 Globally the number of lost working days due to health issues is 

estimated to be roughly 3.75 billion by 2060. Second, severe and ongoing diseases also entail 

additional expenditures negatively effecting people’s income, especially the low-income ones. The 

healthcare costs of worldwide air pollution are predicted to increase from $21 billion in 2010 to 

$175 billion in 2060, approximately 730%. Third, agricultural output is directly impacted by a 

reduction in crop yields caused by air pollution. Overall, the aforementioned market impacts are 

                                                           
4 Ghorani-Azam et al.(2016) “Effects of air pollution on human health and practical measures for prevention in 

Iran” Journal of research in medical sciences: the official journal of Isfahan University of Medical Sciences vol. 21 

65. Available at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5122104/  
5 Commonwealth of Massachusetts Executive Office of Energy & Environmental Affairs. “Health & Environmental 

Effects of Air Pollution”  Available at: https://www.mass.gov/files/documents/2016/08/vl/health-and-env-effects-air-

pollutions.pdf 
6Barreira et al. (2017). ”Impacts of pollution on our health and the planet: The case of coal power plants”  UN 

Environment, Issue no. 28. Available at:  

https://www.greengrowthknowledge.org/sites/default/files/downloads/resource/Impacts%20of%20pollution%20

on%20our%20health%20and%20the%20planet_The%20case%20of%20coal%20power%20plants.pdf 
7 World Health Organization. “How air pollution is destroying our health”  Available at: 

https://www.who.int/airpollution/news-and-events/how-air-pollution-is-destroying-our-health 
8 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (2016) “The economic consequences of outdoor air 

pollution”  Available at: https://www.oecd.org/environment/indicators-modelling-outlooks/Policy-Highlights-

Economic-consequences-of-outdoor-air-pollution-web.pdf 
9 Ibid 
10Barreira et al. (2017). ”Impacts of pollution on our health and the planet: The case of coal power plants” UN 

Environment, Issue no. 28. Available at:  

https://www.greengrowthknowledge.org/sites/default/files/downloads/resource/Impacts%20of%20pollution%20

on%20our%20health%20and%20the%20planet_The%20case%20of%20coal%20power%20plants.pdf 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5122104/
https://www.mass.gov/files/documents/2016/08/vl/health-and-env-effects-air-pollutions.pdf
https://www.mass.gov/files/documents/2016/08/vl/health-and-env-effects-air-pollutions.pdf
https://www.greengrowthknowledge.org/sites/default/files/downloads/resource/Impacts%20of%20pollution%20on%20our%20health%20and%20the%20planet_The%20case%20of%20coal%20power%20plants.pdf
https://www.greengrowthknowledge.org/sites/default/files/downloads/resource/Impacts%20of%20pollution%20on%20our%20health%20and%20the%20planet_The%20case%20of%20coal%20power%20plants.pdf
https://www.who.int/airpollution/news-and-events/how-air-pollution-is-destroying-our-health
https://www.oecd.org/environment/indicators-modelling-outlooks/Policy-Highlights-Economic-consequences-of-outdoor-air-pollution-web.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/environment/indicators-modelling-outlooks/Policy-Highlights-Economic-consequences-of-outdoor-air-pollution-web.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/environment/indicators-modelling-outlooks/Policy-Highlights-Economic-consequences-of-outdoor-air-pollution-web.pdf
https://www.greengrowthknowledge.org/sites/default/files/downloads/resource/Impacts%20of%20pollution%20on%20our%20health%20and%20the%20planet_The%20case%20of%20coal%20power%20plants.pdf
https://www.greengrowthknowledge.org/sites/default/files/downloads/resource/Impacts%20of%20pollution%20on%20our%20health%20and%20the%20planet_The%20case%20of%20coal%20power%20plants.pdf
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estimated to cause worldwide economic costs, which will progressively increase from 0.3% in 2015 

to 1% of the overall GDP in 2060.11 

The non-market or monetized welfare costs are related to premature death (mortality) as well as 

pain and stress from illness.12 The former’s economic costs due to air pollution were $1.6 trillion 

in 2015, only in Europe.13 In the same year, the overall annual costs related to premature death 

(calculated as people’s willingness to pay in order to diminish the threat of premature deaths) were 

$3 trillion. However, this number is expected to drastically increase by 2060 to $18 to $25 trillion, 

i.e. an increase of up to 700%. While the latter costs are associated with restricted activity, hospital 

admissions, and illness. These costs are projected to increase from $280 billion in 2015 to $2.2 

trillion in 2060. 14 These costs are assumed to be greater than the market ones.  

Air pollution is not just a nuisance; it has alarming health effects and massive financial implications 

that Kosovo is ill equipped to face. On this note, according to the European Environment Policy’s 

report on Air quality in Europe, in 2015 Kosovo suffered 3700 premature deaths or 0.2% of the 

population, ranking Kosovo as the country with the highest number of deaths in Europe because 

of poor air quality. 15 According to the 2010 World Bank data, the costs of health impact of air 

pollution in Kosovo were estimated to be between €38 and €163 million per year, or 0.9 - 3.88 

percent of total GDP. 16 This said, public institutions should undertake urgent and immediate 

actions and adopt policies in order to appropriately address this issue. Otherwise, it risks 

jeopardizing the overall wellbeing of the citizens and incur enormous, unaffordable costs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
11 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (2016) “The economic consequences of outdoor air 

pollution” Available at: https://www.oecd.org/environment/indicators-modelling-outlooks/Policy-Highlights-

Economic-consequences-of-outdoor-air-pollution-web.pdf 
12European Commission (2018) “What are the health costs of environmental pollution?”  Science for 

Environment Policy. Issue 28. Available at:  

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/integration/research/newsalert/pdf/health_costs_environmental_pollution_F

B21_en.pdf 
13The United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) “Air pollution and economic development” 

Available at: https://www.unece.org/environmental-policy/conventions/envlrtapwelcome/cross-sectoral-

linkages/air-pollution-and-economic-development.html 
14Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (2016) “The economic consequences of outdoor air 

pollution” Available at: https://www.oecd.org/environment/indicators-modelling-outlooks/Policy-Highlights-

Economic-consequences-of-outdoor-air-pollution-web.pdf 
15European Environment Policy (2018) “Air Quality in Kosovo- 2018 report” Available at: 

file:///C:/Users/Admin/Desktop/Air%20quality%202018%20-%20TH-AL-18-013-EN-N.pdf 
16 The World Bank (2013) “Kosovo Country Environmental Analysis” Available at: 

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/282361468047686579/pdf/750290ESW0P1310LIC00Kosovo0CEA

0Rprt.pdf 

https://www.oecd.org/environment/indicators-modelling-outlooks/Policy-Highlights-Economic-consequences-of-outdoor-air-pollution-web.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/environment/indicators-modelling-outlooks/Policy-Highlights-Economic-consequences-of-outdoor-air-pollution-web.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/integration/research/newsalert/pdf/health_costs_environmental_pollution_FB21_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/integration/research/newsalert/pdf/health_costs_environmental_pollution_FB21_en.pdf
https://www.unece.org/environmental-policy/conventions/envlrtapwelcome/cross-sectoral-linkages/air-pollution-and-economic-development.html
https://www.unece.org/environmental-policy/conventions/envlrtapwelcome/cross-sectoral-linkages/air-pollution-and-economic-development.html
https://www.oecd.org/environment/indicators-modelling-outlooks/Policy-Highlights-Economic-consequences-of-outdoor-air-pollution-web.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/environment/indicators-modelling-outlooks/Policy-Highlights-Economic-consequences-of-outdoor-air-pollution-web.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Admin/Desktop/Air%20quality%202018%20-%20TH-AL-18-013-EN-N.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/282361468047686579/pdf/750290ESW0P1310LIC00Kosovo0CEA0Rprt.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/282361468047686579/pdf/750290ESW0P1310LIC00Kosovo0CEA0Rprt.pdf
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Espresso.Insights are the newest tools for communication introduced by GLPS. They are aimed at 

decoding the policy research of our Fellows to a broader audience. Espresso.Insights present short 

summary of analysis and information that help readers and policy-makers in particular, to understand the 

relevant research, as they suggest possible policy options and argue for certain path of action.  Aiming to 

intensify the debate about policy issues and general public concerns, Espresso.Insights will, in addition, 

serve as gears to aid an informed decision-making process. 
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