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Global Health

Ulaanbaatar Is  
Suffocating in Smog

Air Pollution Causes Serious Health Problems in Mongolia

Johann Fuhrmann
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The rampant rural exodus and unregulated 
urban development mean that some 60 per 
cent of Ulaanbaatar’s population now live in the 
northern yurt quarter, known as the ger district. 
Yurts (Mongolian: ger) are traditional nomadic 
tents covered with felt blankets.

Only a portion of the ger district residents has 
access to running water and electricity. Par-
ticularly during the cold winter months, when 
temperatures regularly drop below minus 30 
degrees Celsius at night, they heat their yurts 
using raw coal. More than 80 per cent of the 
city’s air pollution in winter can be attributed 
to roughly 600,000 tonnes of raw coal that are 
burned in the ovens in the ger district for heating 
and cooking between the beginning of Novem-
ber and the end of March.6

Another important factor is the increase in traffic.  
Between 2005 and 2018 alone, the number of 
vehicles in the capital rose from 75,000 to more 
than 530,000.7 According to the  WHO, motor 
vehicles are responsible for around ten per cent 
of particulate pollution; with increases that 
show no signs of slowing down. The Mongolian 
customs authorities report that 25,571 foreign 
cars were imported in the first quarter of 2019, 
which represents a growth of 40 per cent com-
pared to the previous year. This is also problem-
atic concerning the country’s air pollution, since 
97 per cent are used passenger cars that are at 
least two years old or older.8

The third-largest contributors to air pollution 
are the municipal coal-fired power plants, which 
account for around six per cent of the total. 
These power plants are very outdated, such as 
the Ulaanbaatar  TES-1 power plant which has 

Ulaanbaatar in Mongolia is not just the coldest capital city in 
the world. In 2016, this city of over a million inhabitants also 
overtook New Delhi and Beijing as the capital with the highest 
levels of air pollution. Politicians recognise the problem but 
seem largely powerless to act. The city’s residents are becoming 
increasingly frustrated.

Toxic Air and Its Consequences

It has already been two years since Mongolia’s 
Security Council sounded the alarm. The Coun-
cil, consisting of the president, prime minister, 
and parliamentary speaker, declared the prob-
lem of air pollution in Ulaanbaatar a national 
emergency.1 According to the World Health 
Organization ( WHO), an estimated 3,300 peo-
ple died in Mongolia due to air pollution in 
2016 alone.2 Despite the government having 
adopted a “National Programme for Reducing 
Air and Environmental Pollution” in 2017, the 
situation has not improved since. A measure-
ment of air quality carried out in January last 
year showed that the maximum level of PM2.5 
recommended by the  WHO was exceeded 133 
times.3 PM2.5 refers to particulate matter con-
sisting of particularly tiny particles that can 
therefore penetrate deep into the smallest air 
sacs of the lungs. This particulate matter is 
associated with serious health problems such 
as strokes, heart diseases, and respiratory dis-
eases such as asthma.4

Between Yurts and Skyscrapers

Ulaanbaatar’s air pollution problem is growing 
with the city, whose population has almost tri-
pled in size since 1990. Today, almost half of 
Mongolia’s population – around 1.5 million peo-
ple – live in this metropolis that lies in the Tuul 
River valley. The fact that the city is surrounded 
by mountains only exacerbates the problem. In 
the winter months, cold air sinks into the val-
ley and is trapped by a bell jar of warm air. This 
makes it difficult for the pollutants to escape, 
so they accumulate in the cold air – with corre-
spondingly disastrous effects on its quality.5



65Global Health

linked to air pollution.  UNICEF estimates the 
costs of air pollution in 2016 – mainly medical 
expenses as a direct result of air pollution – to 
be 18.4 billion tugrik, or more than 6.2 million 
euros.14

Political Measures

In March 2017, the Mongolian government 
adopted a national action plan aiming at an 80 
per cent reduction in air pollution by 2025.15 
The government’s original plan was to tackle the 
problem through a targeted resettlement pol-
icy. It intended to move as many inhabitants of 
the ger district as possible into apartments with 
proper heating systems. Yet, very few people 
were able to afford the apartments because the 
banks did not view them as creditworthy.16

Improving living conditions 
within the ger district is part  
of the action plan to combat 
air pollution.

Hence, the government is now focusing on 
steps to improve living conditions in the city’s 
slum. For example, since the beginning of the 
year, parts of the ger district that are connected 
to the electricity grid have been offered elec-
tricity free of charge during the night; however, 
the long-term effects are still hard to predict 
because only a few families own electric heat-
ers. Air filters and electric heaters have now 
been made exempt from taxes in a bid to make 
them accessible to more people in the future. 
The burning of raw coal in private households 
was banned on 15 May 2019. The only exception 
is for municipal coal-fired power plants. The 
next winter will demonstrate what alternatives 
the government can offer people in place of the 
comparatively cheap raw coal, and whether the 
project can be successfully implemented. At 
the Mongolian Ecology Forum last October, 
Daniela Gasparikova, Deputy Resident Repre-
sentative of the United Nations Development 
Programme ( UNDP) in Mongolia, pointed out 

been out of commission since 1988. However, 
a fifth power plant, Ulaanbaatar  TES-5, has 
been in the pipeline for several years. It is sup-
posed to produce heat with a capacity of up to 
587 MW through heating water and to generate 
electricity with a capacity of up to 450 MW. The 
construction contract was signed in 2015. It is 
the first new coal-fired power plant to be built in 
Mongolia since 1984.9

Civil Society Protests and the 
Consequences for Health

The biggest public protests against the increas-
ing air pollution took place in the winter of 2016. 
They were initiated by Mothers Against Air Pol-
lution, a Mongolian  NGO. Thousands of people 
joined the demonstration on 27 December on 
the central Sukhbaatar Square in front of the 
Great State Khural, the Mongolian parliament 
building.10 Continually high levels of frustration 
among the population are reflected by the pub-
lic support given to B. Bat-Erdene, a resident of 
Ulaanbaatar, when he instigated an online peti-
tion to the United Nations (UN) in December 
2018. In the space of just four days, he attracted 
58,567 signatures – enough to require the UN to 
make an official statement. In its response, the 
UN asserted a willingness to work with all par-
ties, including the government, businesses, and 
 citizens, to make the case for clean air.11

The importance of winning the fight against air 
pollution is underlined by a recent report from 
 UNICEF, the UN Children’s Fund. After all, 
especially children and pregnant women are 
those most afflicted by the repercussions of air 
pollution. Children living in a highly affected 
district of Ulaanbaatar were found to have an up 
to 40 per cent lower lung volume than children 
living in rural Mongolia.12 Air pollution results 
in more miscarriages and premature births in 
Ulaanbaatar and many babies have a lower birth 
weight. According to  UNICEF, approximately 
435 children in Ulaanbaatar died of pneumonia 
in 2015 alone.13 With regard to Mongolia as a 
whole, a country with a population of around 
three million inhabitants, the  WHO estimates 
that 3,300 people died in 2016 from diseases 
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This year, the latter’s capacity to produce cleaner 
coal briquettes is supposed to be increased from 
200,000 tonnes to 600,000 tonnes.18

the importance of securing production capaci-
ties for cleaner fuels before imposing the ban.17 
The government is currently turning its atten-
tion to the expansion of the Tavan Tolgoi factory. 
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Ulaanbaatar and improve its air quality. He is a 
long-standing supporter of constructing a new 
eco-city named Maidar City close to Ulaanbaatar. 
Cologne-based architect Stefan Schmitz, who has 

Mongolia’s President Khaltmaa Battulga, a mem-
ber of the opposition Democratic Party, who was 
directly elected by the people in 2017, is especially 
promoting another plan to take the pressure off 

Impoverished areas lacking electricity and water: About 60 per cent of the population of Ulaanbaatar lives in the yurt 
district (also known as ger district) situated in the north of the city. Source: © Bazarsukh. Rentsendorj, Reuters.
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fund winter breaks over a period of five days 
for pregnant women and mothers with children 
under the age of five at a health resort outside 
Ulaanbaatar. A government study concluded 
that around 10,600 pregnant women, 35,000 
mothers, and 65,000 children would be eligi-
ble to participate in the programme, and that 
it would cost about eight billion tugrik (approx. 
2.7 million euros). Public resistance to it was so 
strong that the government had no choice but to 
immediately drop this idea, too.23

A recurring argument propounded by critics is 
that the money could be more effectively spent 
on the construction of housing. According to 
calculations made by journalist T. Bayarbat, 
between 2008 and 2016 alone, the state, the 
city of Ulaanbaatar, and foreign donors spent 
557.2 billion tugrik (almost 200 million euros) 
on combating air pollution. This would have 
been enough money to build more than 17,000 
36 square meter apartments.24 He contended 
that providing residents of the ger district with 
these apartments free of charge would have sig-
nificantly improved the overall situation.

President Battulga recently joined in the criti-
cism. He called for a General Inquiry Hearing at 
the State Palace, where a representative read out 
his speech. In it, he criticised the current gov-
ernment under the Mongolian People’s Party 
for its lack of progress in combating air pollution 
and for squandering public funds. He claimed 
it had spent a fortune on advertising, websites, 
and staff in lieu of dealing with problems on the 
ground. The speech also referred to an individ-
ual responsible for the Clean Air Fund – who is 
still at large – who embezzled the money to buy 
himself a luxury car and expensive shoes.25

International Efforts and Projects

Sandwiched between the Russian bear and the 
Chinese dragon, sparsely populated Mongolia 
seeks to maintain a balanced relationship with 
its two neighbours. Yet at the same time, this 
landlocked country is striving to build closer 
ties with the highly developed democracies of 
the West, particularly the EU, Japan, and the 

been working on the project since 2012, carried 
out its design. The first 90,000 inhabitants are 
to move into their apartments in the city as early 
as 2030.19 Clean air will be ensured by focusing 
on a power supply that uses renewable energy 
sources.20 However, no buildings have been 
erected to date and there seems to be a lack of 
investors. Hence, doubts prevail about whether 
the project will ever be realised.

Growing Scepticism towards Politicians

In the wake of the revolution in 1990, a stable 
democracy with a multiparty system, free elec-
tions, and separation of powers has established 
itself. However, this positive development has 
been marked by constant changes of govern-
ment and numerous corruption scandals. The 
growing scepticism towards responsible poli-
ticians is also reflected in the fight against air 
pollution. The government’s actions have not 
achieved the hoped-for results, leading many 
citizens and political commentators to suspect 
that this is due to vested interests, nepotism, and 
fraud. The UB Post reported that in 2018, 489.6 
million tugrik (more than 170,000 euros) were 
earmarked in the budget for planting one mil-
lion trees in Ulaanbaatar. The problem? The 
money is gone, but nobody can locate the trees.21

Public concern and  
resistance to short-term  
and costly measures have  
led to many of them failing.

The public’s concerns about short-term and 
costly measures have intensified to such 
an extent that many have recently failed or 
been prematurely discontinued due to public 
resistance. In October 2018, when the newly 
appointed Environment Minister N. Tserenbat 
suggested the installation of chimney filters in 
the ger district, he quickly had to withdraw his 
proposal in the face of fierce criticism in social 
media and the press.22 Just a few weeks later, 
the same fate awaited a government plan to 
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generating wind energy, it would seem to have 
the ideal conditions.29 In spite of this, investors 
are holding back because past experience dic-
tates that politicians no longer feel bound by 
previous agreements when there is a change of 
government. For instance, direct investment 
plummeted from just under 2.1 billion US dol-
lars in 2012 to a mere 110 million US dollars in 
2015.30 Providing credible legal certainty in this 
area could be a decisive step towards securing 
long-term improvements in the quality of life for 
Ulaanbaatar’s residents.

Dublin and Launceston as Role Models?

The example of Ireland shows that there are suc-
cessful ways of dealing with air pollution. The 
Irish Smoky Coal Ban was introduced in 1990, 
which prohibited the marketing, sale, and distri-
bution of bituminous coal in Low Smoke Zones, 
including Dublin.31 This led to a significant 
decline in fine particulate air pollution in the 
affected areas. In Dublin alone, the death rate 
fell by 5.7 per cent in the following 72 months 
and significantly fewer people suffered from res-
piratory and cardiovascular diseases.32

In 1994, the city of Launceston, Tasmania, 
began to counteract the increasing problem of 
fine particulate air pollution caused by burn-
ing wood via extensive information campaigns 
as well as the promotion of electricity for heat-
ing. According to the Launceston Wood Heater 
Replacement Program, a comprehensive gov-
ernment intervention programme, the num-
ber of wood-burning stoves used for heating 
private households in the city fell from 66 per 
cent to merely 30 per cent between 2001 and 
2004. Here too, fine particulate air pollution 
was reduced and the number of deaths from 
respiratory and cardiovascular diseases fell sig-
nificantly.33

However, it becomes immediately clear that it is 
not possible to simply transfer the experiences 
of Dublin and Launceston to Ulaanbaatar. In 
addition to the poverty of the ger district, Ulaan-
baatar’s inadequate infrastructure is also a key 
factor, as only part of the ger district has access 

US, through its so-called third neighbour policy. 
These good relations are also reflected in the 
plethora of projects, both large and small, that 
foreign states and donor organisations are pro-
moting in order to improve air quality in Ulaan-
baatar.

For example, the state-owned Japanese devel-
opment authority, Japan International Cooper-
ation Agency ( JICA), is involved in a number of 
projects. In January this year, the Agency signed 
an agreement with the Mongolian government 
with the aim of testing the production and use 
of less harmful briquettes for heating in the ger 
district.26 As early as November of the previous 
year, there were media reports about a pilot pro-
ject run by  JICA involving an initial installation 
of 25 exhaust filters for public buses. Since late 
2018, the Swiss Agency for Development and 
Cooperation joined forces with  UNICEF and 
the Mongolian government to work on a pro-
ject aiming to decrease the occurrence of pneu-
monia in children under the age of five and to 
reduce the risks to pregnant women posed by air 
pollution. Within the framework of the project, 
which is initially set to run until 2021, the two 
organisations will help the Mongolian govern-
ment to raise public awareness, improve indoor 
air quality in kindergartens, and expand medical 
care and services in the winter months.27 Mean-
while, the “Energy Efficient Building Refur-
bishment in Mongolia” project, set up by the 
German Corporation for International Cooper-
ation ( GIZ), aims to reduce energy consumption 
in public institutions and companies.

Even a cursory glance at some of the current 
initiatives reveals how Ulaanbaatar’s air pol-
lution plays a prominent role in development 
cooperation, too. According to the President’s 
office, between 2008 and 2019, foreign donors 
spent 104.7 million US dollars on aid and loans 
in an effort to combat air pollution.28 However, 
the experts of the  UNDP claim that there is a 
lack of foreign direct investment in the private 
sector in this area. In reality, the country has 
enormous potential for generating solar and 
wind energy: With 270 days of sunshine a year 
and an area the size of Greece that is suitable for 
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Settlements Programme, predicts that the pop-
ulation of Ulaanbaatar will increase by roughly 
900,000 to 2.4 million by 2040 should the 
rural exodus continue.34

Outlook

Two years after the Mongolian Security Coun-
cil declared Ulaanbaatar’s air pollution to be a 

to electricity and could therefore use electric 
heaters. On top of this, the flood of people from 
rural regions in Mongolia continues  unabated. 
The concentration of economic development 
in the capital, the lack of infrastructure in 
the provinces, and the desertification of the 
country due to climate change and natural dis-
asters pose major challenges to the rural popu-
lation. UN-Habitat, the United Nations Human 
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though, will depend on whether it is possible to 
provide the population with cheap alternatives 
to dirty raw coal. Alongside the financial aspect, 
another key issue when it comes to electric heat-
ing is the expansion of the electricity grid in the 
ger district.

Over the medium term, improving the public 
transport system and renewing or modernising 
the municipal coal-fired power stations could 
provide further relief. In the long run, the expan-
sion of renewable energies, in particular wind 
and solar power, seems to be a real alternative 
to coal in Mongolia; however, this is heavily 
dependent on foreign investment.  If Mongolia’s 
politicians could credibly guarantee investment 
security and combat rampant corruption, this 
would not only benefit the economy. It could be 
another milestone towards ensuring that Ulaan-
baatar and its residents no longer have to spend 
their winters suffocating in smog.

– translated from German –

Johann Fuhrmann is Head of the Konrad-Adenauer- 
Stiftung’s office in Mongolia.

national emergency, the government presents 
a mixed record. Plans to relocate the residents 
of the ger district to urban apartments have 
foundered, along with the widespread instal-
lation of chimney filters. Nevertheless, the 
government has taken the first bold steps in 
the right direction by banning the burning of 
raw coal and offering tax incentives for electric 
heating systems. The success of these projects, 

Clad in fog: More than 80 per cent of the winter 
air pollution of Ulaanbaatar is attributed to around 
600,000 tonnes of raw coal used for heating and  
cooking. Source: © Bazarsukh Rentsendorj, Reuters.
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