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A NEW study has found a link between air pollution and impaired cognitive performance, 
with the effect impacting all age groups, particularly those over 64. In previous such 
studies, a link has been established between air pollution and cognitive development in 
students. The latest study, conducted mostly in Chinese cities but with universally 
applicable findings, looked at a sample of 20,000 families across a four-year period, the 
results of the tests administered to them measuring cognitive performance and how far 
they had been exposed to nitrogen dioxide and sulphur dioxide. The findings showed that 
the longer people were exposed to these compounds, the more their intelligence was 
damaged, in some cases enough to destroy a year’s education. Language skills were harmed 
more than mathematical skills, and men were affected more than women. 
The findings are troubling for medical professionals everywhere because the compounds in 
question are common components of urban air pollution. The authors of the study said 95pc of 
humanity is now breathing dirty air and is susceptible to harm. For Pakistan, the work is of 
particular importance given the massive investments being made in coal-fired power plants. 
Burning coal releases huge quantities of sulphur dioxide that can spread over an area of hundreds 
of square kilometres, depending on wind conditions. Urban air quality is also particularly bad 
due to unregulated fuel additives and other industries, contributing to large amounts of 
combusted impurities. The new link between air pollution and intelligence should add another 
measure of urgency to the government’s agenda of prioritising environmental issues. Greater 
regulation of industry and the vehicular fleet of the country will be necessary to bring this 
menace under control. Such work can only be done in coordination with local bodies, and the 
new government must immediately begin its task. The quality of our future human capital 
depends upon it. 
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