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Did you know that each year 61 000 premature deaths are attributable 
to outdoor air pollution from residential heating with wood and coal in 
Europe, with an additional 10 000 attributable deaths in North America.  
It also causes ill health for many more. 

 
Currently, most burning of solid fuels for space heating is done in devices 
that incompletely combust the fuel owing to their low combustion 

temperature and other limitations. This results in relatively high emissions 
per unit of fuel, including many products of incomplete combustion such 
as PM2.5 and carbon monoxide (CO) – two major air pollutants. Small-

scale solid fuel combustion is also an important source of black carbon 
(BC) emissions. BC is a component of PM2.5 that warms the climate.  

Residential heating with wood and coal is an important source of outdoor 

air pollution. Evidence links emissions from wood and coal heating to 
serious health effects such as respiratory and cardiovascular mortality and 
morbidity. Wood and coal burning also emit carcinogenic compounds.  

 
If we want to tackle outdoor air pollution problems , it is important to 
address residential burning as an important source sector. A better 

understanding of the role of wood biomass heating as a major source of 
harmful air pollutants (especially fine particles) is needed among national, 
regional and local administrations, politicians and the public at large. 

Measures are available to reduce emissions of solid fuels for residential 

heating in most places. Encouraging fuel switching and use of more 
efficient heating technologies (such as certified fireplaces or pellet 
stoves) can reduce the emissions from residential wood and coal heating 

devices. Educational campaigns can also be useful tools to reduce 
emissions from residential solid fuel heaters. In addition, filters may 
reduce health effects from indoor air pollution. 

 
The use of solid fuels for heating is expected to persist and probably even 
expand, especially within the EU, in the coming decades as a result of 

climate policies that favour wood burning. Better alignment is therefore 
needed between climate and air pollution policies in many countries.  

Air pollution has significant impacts on our health, environment and 
economy. Pollutants in the air we breathe come from multiple sources, 
including sectors such as industry, transport , agriculture and residential 
heating.  
 
Every day, air pollution causes respiratory and cardiovascular diseases. It 
also damages vulnerable ecosystems and biodiversity and leads to a 
decrease in agricultural crop and commercial forest yields. It is therefore 
paramount that we take action together — across sectors and national 
boundaries. 
 
To improve air quality, UNECE member States signed, in 1979,  the UNECE 
Convention on Long-range Transboundary Air Pollution, creating the first 
international treaty to deal with air pollution on a broad regional basis.  

Over the years, the number of substances covered by the Convention and 
its protocols has been gradually extended, notably to ground-level ozone, 
persistent organic pollutants, heavy metals and particulate matter. 
 
In a collective effort, Parties to Convention have reduced emissions of key 
air pollutants by 40% to 70% since 1990 in Europe. In 2012, Parties to the 
Convention broke new ground in amending the 1999 Protocol to Abate 
Acidification, Eutrophication and Ground-level Ozone.  
The Protocol is now the first legally binding agreement containing 
obligations to reduce the broader spectrum of short-lived climate 
pollutants (SLCPs), notably fine particulate matter (PM2.5), including black 
carbon. This will further help in bringing about climate and health co-
benefits.  

The Joint WHO/UNECE Task Force on Health Aspects of Air Pollution 
under the Convention recently published a  report on Residential heating 
with wood and coal: health impacts and policy options in Europe and 
North America. Please follow the QR-code to consult the report. 
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