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British Lung Foundation response to the 
APPG for healthy homes and buildings 
(Green Paper) 

We are glad to respond to the All-party parliamentary group for healthy homes and buildings green 

paper on Building our future: laying the foundations for healthy homes and buildings. Our response 

will cover the following topics: the need for smokefree homes and buildings, and indoor air pollution 

in the workplace. 

The green paper successfully captures the many different ways that indoor environment can affect 

health and wellbeing. We are pleased that the paper clearly outlines the ways in which respiratory 

problems are linked to the indoor environment through problems such as poor indoor air quality, cold 

homes and damp. In doing so the paper identifies many of the main issues relevant to improving lung 

health through indoor environments.  

It is important to recognise the disproportionate extent that the health of people in more deprived 

areas are affected by pollutants in homes and other buildings. More deprived communities often have 

higher levels of outdoor air pollution, poorer quality housing, and limited access to resources to 

improve their environment.1 Moreover, in 2015 there were almost three times as many smokers in 

England among the lowest earners in comparison to the highest earners.2 Actions taken as a result of 

this paper should aim to address this inequality. 

Smokefree homes and buildings 

Our key recommendation is that the green paper should address the need for houses and other 

buildings to be smokefree in order to be healthy. 

The home is now the main exposure point for secondhand smoke, following smokefree legislation in 

the UK which banned smoking in enclosed public spaces and workplaces, and more recently in cars 

with children.3 

Secondhand smoke refers to the smoke emitted from a lit cigarette and the smoke exhaled by the 

smoker. Secondhand smoke can be odourless or invisible, but has a similar composition to the 

mainstream smoke inhaled by a smoker. This means secondhand smoke contains over 4,000 chemicals 

and 70 carcinogens.4  

Secondhand smoke exposure affects its surroundings immediately as well as in the longer-term by 

settling within carpets, walls, clothing and curtains.5 This can linger for up to 2.5 years.6 Secondhand 

smoke is therefore a persistent type of contamination which is unaffected by vacuuming, cleaning or 

re-painting the walls, or even by opening, or smoking next to, a window.7  
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Secondhand smoke disproportionately affects some groups of people, such as children and people 

with existing respiratory conditions: 

 An estimated 2 million children in the UK are regularly exposed to secondhand smoke.8 Children 

are more susceptible to the effects of secondhand smoke as they breathe more rapidly and will 

often be putting their hands and other objects into their mouths.9  

 Each year, the Royal College of Physicians estimates secondhand smoke leads to over 20,000 

cases of lower respiratory tract infection and 22,000 cases of wheeze and asthma in children, and 

40 sudden infant deaths.10  

 Breathing in secondhand smoke has been found to exacerbate existing respiratory conditions, 

such as asthma.11 

 

Stopping smoking in the home can improve these outcomes. Existing smokefree legislation in the UK 

has already been shown to reduce the number of children attending hospital with severe asthma 

exacerbations and respiratory tract infections.12 Encouraging homes to be similarly smokefree could 

further contribute to these positive health outcomes. The government and local councils should work 

with property developers, landlords and housing associations to encourage residents and tenants who 

smoke to do so outside, or to quit entirely. This must be supported by sufficiently resourced support 

services and information about ways to quit. 

Public awareness is key to improving the home environment, particularly when it comes to the 

damaging effects of secondhand smoke. Improving public awareness of the effects of secondhand 

smoke must also involve active awareness-raising campaigns from government, and dissemination of 

practical information and appropriate support on how to create - and keep - a smokefree home. This 

complements the suggestions made in the green paper on page 7. However, this will only be possible 

if funding for specific public health campaigns is safeguarded, ideally at a national level. 

The Scottish 2014 Take it Right Outside campaign is a good example of how a government-led 

campaign providing practical guidance on creating a smokefree home has successfully raised 

awareness within a population.13 Evaluation of the campaign showed it was successful in raising 

awareness of the harms of smoking indoors, which can be seen as the first step to impacting on 

behaviour.14 The campaign included TV and radio adverts, a dedicated website and supporting 

material, as well as community events.  

Indoor air pollution in the workplace  

There are further workplace-specific risks that affect workers’ lungs in indoor environments such as 

factories, offices, and salons.15  Organic dusts such as bioaerosols which predominantly affect health 

care workers, and wood dust, are linked to inflammatory lung diseases.16 Exposure to mineral dust 

and fibres such as asbestos can cause serious lung disease, and in the case of asbestos, can cause 

cancer.17 Carbon nanotubes are widely used in emerging technologies, including in health care 

technology, such as by adding nanotubes to implants, and in the electronics industry to improve 

battery life and circuit boards.181920 Carbon nanotubes have similar properties to asbestos and some 

studies have shown that carbon nanotube exposure can induce peritoneal mesothelioma in rats.2122 

Such risks to workers need to be constantly monitored and researched, and action must be taken 

immediately if safety in the workplace is shown to be compromised. 

Workplaces should facilitate good health, with air quality being an important aspect of this. The 

Control of Substances Hazardous to Health regulation (COSHH) is a law that requires employers to 

control substances that are dangerous to health.23 The Health and Safety Executive recommend ways 

to monitor air quality to protect workers’ health, which includes using air quality sensors to monitor 

substances in the workplaces and taking samples of air from within an employee’s breathing zone.24    
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About the British Lung Foundation   

The BLF is the only UK charity looking after the nation’s lungs. We offer hope, help and a voice. Our 

research finds new treatments and cures. We help people who struggle to breathe to take control of 

their lives. And together, we’re campaigning for better lung health. With your support, we’ll make 

sure that one day everyone breathes clean air with healthy lungs. 

For more information please contact:  

Rachael Hodges  

Policy officer 

Rachael.hodges@blf.org.uk 

020 7688 5612 
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