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The Connection between Pollution 
Near Homes and Infant Health 
Researchers have found that even relatively low levels of air 
pollution—in this case carbon monoxide (CO)— have a 
significant effect on infant health and infant mortality.1 
Carbon monoxide is a particularly noxious to birth out-
comes.2 Although many studies show strong correlations 
between pollution and babies’ health, correlations are not 
definitive. Wealthier people, for example, are more able to 
move away from pollution, and income is closely tied to 
pregnancy outcomes. 

The current study was able to sidestep this issue by taking 
advantage of a policy change that funded the installation of 
EZ-Pass lanes in Pennsylvania and New Jersey. The study 
compared birth outcomes among women who lived near the 
new EZ-Pass toll booths with mothers who lived along the 
same roadways, but a little farther from the toll plazas. The 
assumption was that mothers living farther from the toll 
booths did not experience the beneficial drop in pollution 
resulting from the newly installed EZ-Pass.

E-ZPass Improves Infant Health 
An E-ZPass system cuts pollution by reducing lines, stop-
and-go traffic, and congestion.3 Although the research team 
was unable to collect data directly from pollution monitors 
in all sites of the study, in one location that had a monitor, 

nitrogen oxide fell by about 11 percent after the E-ZPass 
system began. 

The effect on birth outcomes of less congestion and pre-
sumably lower pollution was remarkable. In the area clos-
est to the toll plaza, low birth weight and premature births 
were reduced significantly after E-ZPass was installed. The 
reduction tapered off after about 1 kilometer, but was still 
evident. 

The estimates suggest that among the roughly 30,000 
births to mothers living within 2 kilometers of a toll plaza, 
255 premature births and 275 low birth weight births were 
averted after EZ-Pass went into effect. There is of course 
some overlap between the low birth weight births and the 
premature births. Nevertheless, the results are impressive. 

Health Care Savings from Reduced 
Pollution Add Estimated at $444 
Million Annually 
Reducing traffic congestion has the potential to improve not 
only quality of life, but long-term health as well. A recent 
report by the Institute of Medicine finds that premature 
births cost society about $51,600 per infant (in 2005 dol-
lars) in short and long-term medical costs.4 Hence, in the 
current study, the reductions in the risk of premature births 
can be conservatively valued at about $9.8 to $13 million for 
the 30,000 births in their study. 

Although it is difficult to know how many of the roughly 
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4 million babies born each year in the United States are 
affected by traffic congestion, estimates by the American 
Housing Survey suggest that 26 percent of occupied hous-
ing units suffer from street noise or other drawbacks due 
to traffic. Therefore, nationwide, roughly 1 million infants 
annually could potentially be affected. Reducing prenatal 
exposure to the pollutants from congestion could reduce 
preterm births by as many as 8,600 annually, for a cost sav-
ings of at least $444 million per year. 

Policy Implications
The strong link between busy roadways and infant health 
suggests several options for housing policy. First, zoning is 
a clear tool for separating residential areas from high traffic 
areas, and the costs of implementing “traffic taming” mea-
sures in residential areas may be at least partially justified by 
their health benefits. Moreover, the health benefits should 
be included when weighing the costs and benefits of public 
transportation investments. 

Unfortunately, housing that is affordable to low-income 
families is more often in the path of pollutants.5 Those who 
can afford to move away from potentially harmful or nox-
ious environments do. Currie and Reed’s results point to 
costly ramifications of housing policies that leave families 
breathing bad air.  
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