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Campaigning for clean air: Pollution places a heavy burden on our health
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 By Guest Columnist 


By Martin Donohoe 

As a physician, I see regularly the harm caused by air pollution, which, in addition to contributing to hospital admissions for heart and lung disease and stroke, causes as many as 75,000 premature deaths each year in the United States (more than result from auto accidents). 

Air pollution causes asthma and impairs lung development and function in children. 

A new report from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention found that in 2009, one in 12 adults and one in 10 children nationwide suffered from asthma. Only eight years earlier, just one in 14 adults had asthma. 

For African American children, the news is even worse: About one in six non-Hispanic black children has asthma. 

In Oregon, more than 9 percent of adults suffer from asthma, a rate among the worst in the Western U.S., even topping that of California with its notoriously smoggy skies. 

Asthmatics accrue $3,300 per year in medical expenses and missed school and workdays, and they face the possibility of early death. In 2009, the National Institutes of Health estimated overall medical costs associated with asthma to reach $15.6 billion by 2010. 

While much of the CDC's report focuses on the need for better asthma education in order to prevent attacks, there is little attention given to what is causing asthma rates to increase so dramatically. Our nation's air is polluted by vehicle emissions, toxins from power and cement plants, oil refineries, methane from mega-dairies and a host of other sources. 

Education is indeed worthwhile and a key element for helping asthmatics manage their disease, but education alone is not a solution. We must address the causes of air pollution. 

Oregon is home to one of the dirtiest cement plants in the country. The Ash Grove Cement Co. in Durkee, east of the Cascades, reported emitting 1,962 pounds of mercury in 2009, making it the nation's largest mercury polluter for that year. Mercury impairs neurological development in young children. It takes only 1/70th of a teaspoon of mercury, under the right conditions, to contaminate a 25-acre lake to the point where fish are unsafe to eat. 

An Environmental Protection Agency national air toxics assessment released this year estimates that 17 air toxins exceed safe, health-based levels in Oregon. Portland residents are exposed to high levels of cancer-causing pollutants such as benzene, formaldehyde and acetaldehyde, and air pollution from auto and truck emissions, which particularly affect low-income communities, communities of color and individuals living near the Interstate 5 corridor. 

To express my concerns in person, I joined a collection of doctors, faith and tribal leaders, nurses, social justice advocates and affected citizens and traveled to Washington, D.C., in May, during National Asthma Awareness month, as part of the "50 States United for Healthy Air" campaign. 

Our message was clear: Air pollution is an urgent problem that needs fixing. Whether you live in the shadow of a power plant, under the clear, blue skies of the Rocky Mountains or next to a freeway ramp in Southeast Portland, all Americans have the right to breathe clean air. 

Cleaning up Oregon's air and reducing our state's rate of asthma is a challenge that I enthusiastically accept, and I hope you will join me. For ours and future generations to live healthy lives and breathe easy, we need to get serious about cleaning up our skies and reducing toxic air pollution. 

Martin Donohoe is an adjunct associate professor in the School of Community Health at Portland State University and a senior physician at Kaiser Permanente Sunnyside Medical Center. For more information on asthma and the clean air campaign:earthjustice.org/50states.
