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We analyze urban air pollution worldwide using grid-level satellite data for over 
fifteen years. We document basic facts about the distribution of pollution (NO2 
and PM2.5) in space and its evolution over time. We find that more than 80 per-
cent of the world population are exposed to PM2.5 – levels exceeding the annual 
threshold set by the World Health Organization. Further, we analyze how urban 
pollution is affected by urban population density and the size of cities. We use 
historical instruments as well as the suitability of locations for agglomeration to 
instrument population density. We find that a 10% increase in density increases 
air pollution by about 1-2%. Finally, we analyze the heterogeneity of the pollu-
tion-density relation with respect to various country characteristics and for dif-
ferent sub-groups. We find that the density effect tends to be largest in Asia and 
in high income countries. 


