How our noisy world is seriously damaging our health
We are surrounded by an invisible killer. One so common that we barely notice it shortening our lives.
It's causing heart attacks, type 2 diabetes and studies now even link it to dementia.

What do you think it could be?

The answer is noise - and its impact on the human body goes far beyond damaging hearing.

"It is a public health crisis, we've got huge numbers of people exposed in their everyday life," says Prof Charlotte Clark, from St George's, University of London.

It's just a crisis we don't talk about.

So I've been investigating when noise becomes dangerous, chatting to the people whose health is suffering and seeing if there's any way of overcoming our noisy world.

I started by meeting Prof Clark in an eerily silent sound laboratory. We're going to see how my body reacts to noise and I've been kitted out with a device that looks like a chunky smartwatch.

It's going to measure my heart rate and how much my skin sweats.

You can join in too if you have some headphones. Think about how these five sounds make you feel. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/crmjdm2m4yjo
The one I find really grating is the traffic noise from Dhaka, Bangladesh, which has the title of the noisiest city in the world. I immediately feel like I'm in a ginormous, stressful traffic jam.
And the sensors are picking up my agitation - my heart rate shoots up and my skin is sweating more.

"There's really good evidence that traffic noise affects your heart health," says Prof Clark, as the next sound is prepared.

Only the joyful sounds of the playground have a calming effect on my body. The dogs barking and the neighbour's party in the early hours lead to a negative response.

But why is sound changing my body?
"You have an emotional response to sound," says Prof Clark.

Sound is detected by the ear and passed onto the brain and one region – the amygdala – performs the emotional assessment.

This is part of the body's fight-or-flight response that has evolved to help us react quickly to the sounds like a predator crashing through the bushes.

"So your heart rate goes up, your nervous system starts to kick in and you release stress hormones," Prof Clark tells me.

All of this is good in an emergency, but over time it starts to cause damage.
"If you're exposed for several years, your body's reacting like that all the time, it increases your risk of developing things like heart attacks, high blood pressure, stroke and type 2 diabetes," says Prof Clark.

Insidiously, this even happens while we're fast asleep. You might think you adapt to noise. I thought I did when I lived in a rental near an airport. But the biology tells a different story.

"You never turn your ears off; when you're asleep, you're still listening. So those responses, like your heart rate going up, that's happening whilst you're asleep," adds Prof Clark.

Noise is unwanted sound. Transport - traffic, trains and aeroplanes – are a major source, but so too are the sounds of us having a good time. One person's great party is another's insufferable noise.
I meet Coco at her fourth-floor flat in the historic Vila de Gràcia area of Barcelona, Spain.

There's a bag of freshly picked lemons tied to her door gifted by one neighbour, her fridge contains a tortilla cooked by another and she offers me fancy cakes made by a third neighbour who's training in patisserie.

From the balcony you can see the city's famous basilica, the Sagrada Familia. It is easy to see why Coco has fallen in love with living here, but it comes at a huge price and she thinks she'll be forced to leave.

"It's extremely noisy… it's 24-hour noise," she tells me. There's a dog park for owners to walk their pooches which "bark at 2, 3, 4, 5am" and the courtyard is a public space that is used for everything from children's birthday parties to all-day concerts finished off with fireworks.

She gets out her phone and plays the recordings of the music being blasted out so loud it makes the glass in her windows vibrate.

Her home should be a refuge from the stress of work, but the noise "brings frustration, I feel like crying".

She has been "hospitalised twice with chest pain" and "absolutely" thinks noise is causing the stress, which is damaging her health. "There is a physical change that I feel, it does something to your body, for certain," she says.

In Barcelona there are an estimated 300 heart attacks and 30 deaths a year just from traffic noise, according to researcher Dr Maria Foraster, who has reviewed evidence on noise for the World Health Organization.

Across Europe noise is linked to 12,000 early deaths a year as well as millions of cases of severely disturbed sleep as well as serious noise annoyance which can impact mental health.
I meet Dr Foraster at a café that is separated from one of Barcelona's busiest roads by a small park. My sound meter says the noise from the distant traffic is just over 60 decibels here.

We can easily chat over the noise without raising our voices, but this is already an unhealthy volume.

The crucial number for heart health is 53 decibels, she tells me, and the higher you go the greater the health risks.

"This 53 means that we need to be in a rather quiet environment," says Dr Foraster.

And that's just in daytime, we need even lower levels for sleep. "At night we need quietness," she says.
Although it is not just about the volume, how disruptive the sound is and how much control you have over it affect our emotional response to noise.

Dr Foraster argues the health impact of noise is "at the level of air pollution" but is much harder to comprehend.

"We are used to understanding that chemicals can affect health and they are toxic, but it's not so straightforward to understand that a physical factor, like noise, affects our health beyond our hearing," she says.

A loud party can be the fun that makes life worth living and someone else's intolerable noise.

The sound of traffic has the greatest impact on health because so many people are exposed to it. But traffic is also the sound of getting to work, doing the shopping and taking the children to school. Tackling noise means asking people to live their lives differently - which creates problems of its own.

Dr Natalie Mueller, from the Barcelona Institute for Global Health, takes me for a walk around the city centre. We start on a busy road – my sound meter clocks in at over 80 decibels – and we head to a quiet tree-lined avenue where the noise is down to the 50s

But there is something different about this street – it used to be a busy road, but the space was given over to pedestrians, cafes and gardens. I can see the ghost of an old crossroads by the shape of the flowerbeds. Vehicles can still come down here, just slowly.
Remember earlier in the lab, we found that some sounds can soothe the body.

"It is not completely silent, but it's a different perception of sound and noise," Dr Mueller says. 

The initial plan was to create more than 500 areas like this, termed "superblocks" - pedestrian-friendly areas created by grouping several city blocks together.
Dr Mueller performed the research projecting a 5-10% reduction in noise in the city, which would prevent about "150 premature deaths" from noise alone each year. And that would be "just the tip of the iceberg" of the health benefits.

But in reality only six superblocks were ever built. The city council declined to comment.

Despite Japan’s international image as a country of serene temples and quiet gardens, according to a 2018 report by the World Health Organization, Japan is the noisiest country in the world.
To prevent negative effects, the WHO recommends avoiding being exposed to noise over 53 decibels. The legal average limit in Japan is about 70, a number based on data 50 years out of date, according to Prof Matsui of Hokkaido University who spoke about the problem in an NHK feature on noise pollution in Japan.

User Comments
rocketpanda
I really hate it when political candidates are slowly roaming the road with their speaker phones blurting out their campaign "promises" full blast during the day.

Although I am quite surprised at how much noise pachinko parlors keep inside. Only when the doors open do you hear the deafening noise.

Scrote
The TV is also full of programmes in which everyone is shouting. That problem is easily solved by turning it off.

The police used to drive around at 3 or 4 in the morning where we live, shouting through their loudspeaker at the taxis parked on the side of the road (a wide road with multiple lanes and almost no traffic at 3 am). They would do this every 20-30 minutes. I complained several times and eventually they stopped. One young policeman asserted that they could use their speakers in an emergency and insisted that illegally parked cars at 4 am were an emergency matter. So there you are: if you see an illegally parked car, call 110; it's an emergency!

Gregory Bey
Lol man I don't wanna hear it... literally! Go to Chicago and them talk to me about noice pollution. Yeah the politicians are annoying but it doesn't last long and it isn't every day. Chicago is always loud and gross.

FizzBit
 The other day I looked for the speaker blaring pollution at me while filling my gas tank. Wanted to cover it, but deep down inside I wanted to destroy it.

ClippetyClop
Some amusing comments on here today! My biggest gripe is the spirit-crushing piped music that exists almost everywhere. They even play it on ski hills and in caves. Could you imagine the insanity of having to work in a store like Hard Off or Yamada Denki?

Luddite
This is the noisiest country I've ever been to. Amplified noise in public is a big problem I've never encountered elsewhere.

