
Reducing Pollution:
Critical Pathway for Cancer Prevention 

A Southwestern Pennsylvania Declaration 
 
Adapting the WHO Asturias Declaration for Southwestern Pennsylvania

The World Health Organization’s Asturias Declaration is a call for leadership to prevent occupational and 
environmental cancers [1]. In this tenth anniversary year, we take it as inspiration to chart a course towards an 
equitable future where no individual in our region is diagnosed with cancer 
due to exposures in the environments where they live, work, play and go to 
school. Signers of this “Southwestern Pennsylvania Declaration” recognize 
that realizing this vision will require concerted action by multiple sectors, 
and centering voices of people disproportionately harmed. We commit to 
taking actions currently available to us and to seeking new solutions with new 
partners; and we call on our neighbors, colleagues, elected officials and other 
leaders to do the same. 

The Twin Crises of Cancer and Environment                             
in Southwestern Pennsylvania

Cancers ravage people in Southwestern Pennsylvania. As community leaders, 
parents and caregivers, health care providers, business owners, researchers, 
advocates—we all want to do everything we can to support them and prevent 
others from having to face a cancer diagnosis.   

In our region, we have taken important steps on cancer prevention—with 
programs and policies to reduce smoking and promote healthy lifestyles. 
These are important priorities—particularly when they address the structural 
barriers, rooted in racism, that put healthy lifestyles out of reach. But they are 
not enough, especially given the substantial contribution of factors other than 
smoking to cancer incidence in particular places across the country, including 
Allegheny County [2]. Rates of many kinds of cancer are strikingly high in our 
region—higher than the state and nation—with disproportionate burdens 
on people of color and marginalized communities [3]. In Southwestern 
Pennsylvania, there is need for bold action on a cancer prevention strategy 
that is often overlooked: reducing environmental chemicals that are put into 
our air, water, food, homes, workplaces, and products. 

People living in urban and rural communities in
Southwestern Pennsylvania are exposed unnecessarily                        

to environmental carcinogens. 

These include radon, the second leading cause of lung cancer in the U.S. 
behind smoking; Pennsylvania ranks third among all states for levels of radon 
in homes [4]. They include toxic chemicals in air pollution: 96% percent of 
counties nationwide have lower cancer risks from hazardous air pollutants 

Cancer develops from a 
combination of genetic 
and external risk factors, 
a series of interactions, 
much like electric circuitry, 
where many components 
need to be in place to 
cause a light to turn on. In 
the case of environmental 
chemicals, exposure to any 
one pollutant may pose 
only a small increased risk 
of cancer in an individual, 
but if exposures to that 
pollutant are widespread 
and occur in most people, 
even small increases in 
individual risk can result 
in significant numbers 
of cases in the general 
population. Beyond 
that, when most people 
are exposed to multiple 
substances that increase 
cancer risk to varying 
degrees in various ways, 
that too can result in 
significant numbers of 
cases in the population. 
The more a population is 
exposed, the greater the 
number of cases of cancer 
that can be prevented by 
reducing those exposures. 



(HAPs) and Diesel Particulate Matter (DPM) than Allegheny County [5]. Among predominantly urban counties, 
Allegheny County ranks in the worst 13% of cancer risk from HAPs, and some neighborhoods have even 
greater exposures because they are in the shadow of polluting facilities [5], compounding other health 
challenges rooted in racial injustice. Carcinogens released and formed during the process of fracking natural 
gas—such as benzene, formaldehyde, particulate 
matter, and radioactive compounds—threaten the 
wellbeing of residents in rural communities [6]. Studies 
in other states have shown that children living closer 
to oil and gas wells have higher rates of leukemia [7]. 
Drinking water in our region has been contaminated 
by radioactive and other hazardous materials [8], 
and additional carcinogen exposures will come with 
the manufacturing of plastics and other products 
made possible by fracked gas. Many of these same 
contaminants are used and emitted during existing 
industrial manufacturing and transportation, affecting workers and nearby communities; they contribute not 
only to cancers but also to asthma, neurological disorders, heart disease and other health problems [9]. 
Consumer products are also a concern. Chemicals known to cause cancer are in cosmetics, furniture, building 
materials, and home and garden pest control products, despite availability of safer alternatives [10]. Hundreds 
of chemicals manufactured, used and released in our region come from fossil fuel feedstocks, so dependency 
on them contributes to the climate crisis.

The Opportunity of Cancer Prevention

These widespread exposures to environmental chemicals are critical priorities for cancer prevention. They 
are also economic opportunities given increasing demand for non-toxic products and a growth in sectors 
prioritizing clean and sustainable production [11]. Across the country, companies are designing, manufacturing 
and using products with safer chemicals [12]. Major retailers are requiring their suppliers to make products 
without carcinogens [13]. State and local governments are providing support to companies to reduce their use 
of toxic chemicals and are increasing demand for safer alternatives through their purchasing [14]. In places 
across the US, and in Southwestern Pennsylvania, diverse coalitions and communities are calling for a new 
economy in which people have safe secure jobs producing goods and services that optimize human health 
and for investment in communities disproportionately polluted and starved of economic opportunity [15]. 

We believe our region can be a beacon for a transition away from 
hazardous chemicals and production systems that contribute to the twin 

crises of high cancer rates and elevated environmental exposures. 

The technological and research capabilities of our universities and healthcare institutions; the investment 
capacity of our philanthropies; the unparalleled leadership of our non-profit sector and our community-based 
organizations; and champions in the public sector give us the potential to act at the scale needed. The task is 
big, and it is doable, starting with environmental exposures that are unacceptably high, strongly tied to specific 
cancers, disproportionately impacting marginalized people, and preventable.  

With this Declaration, we come together to lift up a vision—of a region where clean environments generate 
health and well-being on their way to reversing cancer rates. We come together to commit to realizing this 
vision, recognizing that changing a system that is stuck requires concerted action across the system.

“The people have a right to 
clean air, pure water, and to 
the preservation of the natural, 
scenic, historic and esthetic 
values of the environment.”
ARTICLE 1, SECTION 27, PA CONSTITUTION



Priorities for Action 
Each sector has an essential role to play in reversing the cancer and environmental crises in 
Southwestern Pennsylvania. The following are areas for action: guideposts for organizations in different 
sectors. Achieving them requires specific steps to be taken within each sector, as well as collaboration 
across sectors, as actions in one arena will make possible or reinforce actions elsewhere, and the 
absence of action in any one sector will impede success in others. We commit to taking such steps 
within and across sectors, lifting up and aligning activities already underway, working together on new 
activities, tracking progress, and transforming relationships in the process. 

All of us

n Help shift dominant narratives about cancer by acknowledging that environmental exposures are 
important and under-recognized contributors to the cancer burden in Southwestern Pennsylvania and 
can be substantially reduced. 

n Ensure that the voices and priorities of communities most impacted by environmental risk factors 
for cancer are centered and that prevention efforts focus on reducing systemic inequities that have 
magnified health disparities and harms. 

n Increase demand for alternatives to carcinogens by advocating for purchasing that prioritizes 
safer chemicals, materials and products—by institutions, schools, businesses, other large-scale 
organizations as well as individuals. 

Elected officials and government representatives

n Champion a healthy future by enacting smarter policies across multiple sectors to reduce 
environmental pollution and drive an equitable transition away from dependence on hazardous 
technologies and chemicals, towards safer alternatives. 

n Enforce laws and regulations and issue substantial and escalating fines to companies that repeatedly 
violate regulations and pollute the food we eat, the air we breathe and the water we drink.

n Invest in economic development strategies, innovative industries, small businesses and worker training 
programs that are “Benign by Design,” especially in high-risk communities, reserving subsidies only for 
businesses that do not pollute.

n Prioritize toxics reduction in communities impacted by the legacy of exposure to environmental 
pollutants with prompt and effective community-designed action to remediate, repair, and restore local 
environments and economies. 

Local community leaders and stakeholders

n Speak up about exposures to carcinogens, and mobilize community institutions—including childcare 
centers, schools, businesses and places of worship--to take their own steps to reduce pollution and 
create healthy environments.

n Educate other community leaders and equip people impacted by environmental carcinogens with the 
information and tools necessary to advocate effectively for solutions.

n Provide opportunities for members of affected communities to elevate their stories of lived experiences 
on social media platforms and in local events and programming. 



n Promote investment in healthy jobs, safer alternatives and other cancer prevention strategies as part 
of neighborhood-level planning and development, including solutions such as carcinogen-free building 
materials; retrofitted school buildings; the use of non-toxic cleaners in public spaces, and pesticide-free 
public spaces.

Businesses 

n Commit to transparent, responsible and proactive business practices that comply with all existing laws 
and regulations intended to protect the public’s health, and seek measurable continual improvements 
over time.

n Invest in innovative technologies and practices as well as business development strategies aligned with 
healthy thriving communities and a future independent of toxic chemicals.

n Protect workers and fence-line communities from exposure to toxic chemicals used and released in 
manufacturing by implementing state-of-the-art operations that reduce pollution and preserve resources.

Cancer-focused advocacy and support organizations

n Elevate attention to environmental contributors to cancer in education of board, staff, members and 
clients, and in broader outreach. 

n Promote actions by individuals as well as by businesses and government to reduce environmental 
carcinogens and advance safer alternatives, as part of cancer prevention programming and advocacy.

n Reduce exposure to hazardous chemicals in spaces where people with cancer gather for treatment and 
support, via education, advocacy and purchasing. 

Clinicians and other health professionals

n Invest in learning about environmental health, including how to communicate with cultural competence 
information about environmental risk factors to marginalized people impacted by cancer, and how to 
practice culturally humble engagement and outreach in overburdened and under-resourced communities.

n Educate people in clinical and community settings about steps they can take to reduce hazardous 
environmental exposures. 

n Engage in policy and community-level efforts to eliminate environmental carcinogens. 
n Advocate for health care institutions—for example via procurement policies--to purchase safer products 

and specify healthy building materials for construction and renovation. 

Research institutions

n Conduct multi-discipline and collaborative research to deepen understanding about the role of 
environmental chemicals in cancer and to develop tools for identifying and prioritizing exposures for 
reduction. 

n Invest in Community Based Participatory Research and other data-driven and solution-oriented 
approaches that center community members as key partners in research and prevention efforts. 

n Promote attention to environmental carcinogenesis and pathways to prevention in education of students 
and via professional associations. 

n Prioritize research and development to meet necessary societal needs with materials, technologies and 
chemistries that do not contribute to cancers and other health problems.

n Develop and model institutional practices that advance safer alternatives.



Environmental and public health-focused groups

n Elevate the opportunity of cancer prevention via toxics reduction in education and outreach. 
n Partner with scientists and their research partners to educate members, constituents, clinicians and 

communities about the evidence base for environmental contributors to cancer and solutions.
n Engage new constituencies to maximize impact of collaborative work to reduce toxic chemicals and 

promote safer alternatives.
n Hold government decision makers accountable for implementing and enforcing policies that protect 

public health and increase reliance on safer alternatives over time. 

Philanthropic organizations 

n Support organizations and partnerships led by marginalized people which seek to reduce exposure to 
toxic chemicals and address systemic root causes.

n Include environmental chemicals and safer alternatives as a priority area in science, medicine, chronic 
disease prevention and community development funding. 

n Invest in cancer-focused organizations seeking to incorporate environmental risks into their cancer 
prevention programming. 

n Encourage collaboration across sectors and systems approaches to catalyze change at the scale 
needed.

n Provide seed funding for innovative programs that enable the public sector to advance pollution 
prevention and development of safer alternatives to hazardous chemicals.

n Promote with investments and grants equitable transitions to a clean and sustainable regional economy 
that thrives without relying on fossil fuels. 

The Pennsylvania Constitution enshrines the right of people to healthy environments. 
Exercising this right is our responsibility, and our opportunity.

To sign on to this Declaration, and/or become involved in developing sector-specific action agendas, 
please visit CENSWPA.org.
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