
CLEAN AIR, HEALTHY PEOPLE 
A Citizen-led Approach to Improving Urban Air Quality 

The COVID-19 pandemic has reinforced the 
need for clean air especially in urban 
centers. Living in areas with polluted air is 
linked to worse respiratory health. It is critical 
to involve citizens and communities in every 
step of addressing this issue, including policy, 
monitoring, and action. The USAID-funded 
Building Healthy Cities (BHC) project partners 
with four Smart Cities across Asia (Indore, 
India; Makassar, Indonesia; Da Nang, 
Vietnam; and Kathmandu, Nepal) to refocus 
city policies, planning, and services with a 
multi-sectoral health equity lens to improve 
healthy urban planning. Our work focuses on 
many aspects of environmental health, 
including air quality.  

In support of air pollution policy, BHC has 
worked with Indore and Makassar to develop 
healthy city action plans based on a 
participatory systems mapping approach. 
These draft action plans aim to address many 
of the root causes of ill health in these urban 
contexts, including air pollution. Each of the 
plans has a coherent action that defines air 
pollution solutions in a multi-sector, data-
driven, and community-led way. BHC is just 
beginning support in Kathmandu to create 
implementation plans from the Kathmandu 
Valley Air Quality Action Plan (KVAP) for the 
18 municipalities in the Kathmandu Valley. 
That work will again pull heavily from 
municipal and community level feedback to
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define the priority of KVAP actions at that 
local level.  

In support of air quality monitoring, BHC is 
working closely with Indore Smart City 
Development Limited (ISCDL) in Indore to not 
only inform a city monitoring strategy, but is 
also supporting several other monitoring 
efforts. In 2020, BHC started a participatory 
study titled “Increasing Community 
Participation in Air Pollution Mitigation in 
Indore City,” which is deploying 20 low cost 
air quality sensors across the city, especially 
in residential areas, and will train Clean Air 
guides to lead community advocacy efforts 
based on the data produced. This study will 
continue for one year and then the 
monitoring sensors will be handed over to the 
city. Also in Indore, BHC supported a policy 
brief for low-cost real-time air quality sensors,1 

conducted analysis on air pollution levels 
during COVID-19 lockdown as well as on 
trends in city air pollution for the last five 
years,2 and is continuing to support a 
“journey map” dedicated to tracking the 
impacts of air quality at the community 
level.3 In Makassar, BHC has supported similar 
analysis of city-level monitoring systems.  

Finally, BHC is contributing to air quality 
action. In 2019, BHC supported the USAID 
Delhi Mission’s “Toward Cleaner Air” 
conference to gather implementing partners 
working on air pollution. In Indore, BHC is 
helping to translate community feedback on 
monitoring data into interventions. In 
Kathmandu BHC will support the government 
to create media campaigns to increase air 
quality awareness among citizens.  
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