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NATURAL AND ARTIFICIAL ENVIRONMENT :
FOLKLORE OF THE COMFORT STATE OF ENVIRONMENT

Part V, Environmental pollution and health effects

By
MIURA, Toyohiko

With the development of industries and urbanization, air pollution has become a main
cause of environmental destruction, giving rise to a wide concern about discomfort and
ill-health of the inhabitants exposed to the polluted environment. A typical example of
air pollution in modern cities was given by the smog long known in London. As early
as in the 17th century, John Evelyn published ’Fumifugium,, warning that the polluted
air in London was as bad as the air in the vicinity of a volcano. He described the preva-
lence of pollution-induced lung diseases among the inhabitants of London. This became
known to Japanese when Soseki Natsume, a famous writer who studied in London, wrote
in his diary in January 1901 about how people were affected by the London smog. This
.awareness of air pollution in Britain led to the regular monitoring of air pollutants after the
enactment in 1926 of the Public Health Act for Smoke Abatement. However, it was only
after the serious air pollution disaster of December 1952 which killed 4000 people that
nation-wide anti-pollution efforts took shape in accordance with the 1956 Clean Air Act.
Early examples of urban air pollution were also given by Pittsburgh and Los Angels in
the United States. Similarly early concerns over environmental. destruction in Japan were
raised by a series of events in rural areas due to hazardous mining wastes which became
known to the public in accordance with the industrial revolution in the Meiji era in the
late 19th century and the early 20th century. ’

Urban air pollution after World War II changed drastically the attitude of the whole
population in major industrial societies. Air pollution was particularly serious in large
cities with accelerated urbanization and in rapidly growing industrial cities. Its wide-spread
effects on the health of inhabitants drew attention of various circles. The period of high
economic growth was thus tarnished by a series of disputes and court cases about the health
effects of air and water pollution.

Legal, economic and technical measures against air pollution have proven to be effec-
tive especially in reducing smokes and air-borne pollutants such as SO.. But these mea-
sures did not prevent the increase of NOx concentrations’ associated with the rapid in-
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crease of car traffic and their effects on the health of urban inhabitants. While technical
development in anti-pollution measures is important, we should note the importance of so-
ciocultural aspects of environmental pollution which primarily determine the progress of

these measures.
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