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The British Lung Foundation is pleased to submit a response to the joint inquiry on air quality. Our 

response will outline our view that a combination of ambitious measures are required to make the air 

in our towns and cities safer to breathe. These measures should include policies that not only reduce 

harmful emissions, but also protect the most vulnerable people and promote cleaner forms of 

transport.  

The government’s current air quality plan only skims the surface of what is required. There has also 

been limited progress so far towards phasing out diesel and petrol vehicles by 2040, as pledged by 

the government. If this target is to be achieved, policy changes must be put in motion now. 

In order to bring our air into safe and legal limits we need: 

 A national network of charging clean air zones  

 To set World Health Organisation (WHO) targets for particulate matter as legal limits  

 A UK-wide public health campaign with clear data, information and guidance for the most 

vulnerable people 

 National funding and infrastructure for electric vehicles, walking and cycling  

 To stop incentivising diesel through the tax system   

 A national targeted diesel scrappage scheme for people on low incomes and with a lung 

condition 

 A new clean air act that sets a legal framework to tackle this health crisis 

Air pollution is an invisible and silent killer 

Millions of people in towns and cities across the UK are breathing in levels of pollution that are illegal 

and harmful for their health.  

This could be increasing their risk of getting lung cancer, cutting people’s lives short and making 

existing lung conditions worse. Latest estimates suggest that the equivalent of 40,000 lives are cut 

short each year from air pollution i and it’s estimated this equates to an annual cost of £27.5 billion 

to the Treasury.ii iii  

Air pollution hits hardest people with a lung condition, children and older people. For many of the 

people we support with chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) and asthma, air pollution 
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poses a daily risk to their lives – it can worsen their symptoms and in the worst cases force them into 

hospital. Children’s lungs are also very vulnerable as they are still growing – polluted air can stunt 

the growth of their lungs and increase the likelihood of asthma. For pregnant women breathing in 

polluted air can stunt the development of their unborn child. Children with smaller lungs are more 

likely to face health problems later on in their lives. iv v 

We support 230 Breathe Easy peer support groups across the UK. Many patients who attend these 

groups tell us that pollution restricts their lives and changes what they are able to do with their day. 

Every month, we receive numerous calls and emails from people who are concerned about air 

pollution - particularly from parents, schools and patients. 

 

1) How effectively do Government policies take into account the 
health and environmental impacts of poor air quality? 

We are pleased the government recognises that air pollution is one of the biggest environmental 

health challenges of our time. We welcome their commitment to end the sale of new petrol and 

diesel vehicles by 2040, but in reality there are few measures that have been put in place to protect 

our health today, or to move us towards that target.  

We need to change legal limits for particulate matter to safe limits 

The current air quality plan only seeks to meet legal levels of nitrogen dioxide. We need to tackle all 

harmful pollutants, especially particulate matter (PM10 and PM2.5). These tiny particles are some of 

the most toxic for our health, with evidence showing they can pass through our lungs into our 

bloodstream and cause damage across our bodies.  

Our legal limits for particulate matter are over twice as high as those recommended by the World 

Health Organisation.vi vii It’s important to remember, the WHO state there is no real “safe” level of 

pollution and that no level of exposure is good for human health. The UK’s plans should be striving to 

go beyond our current legal limits to lower all pollutants to “safe” WHO levels.  We want the UK to 

adopt WHO limits on particulate matter as new legal limits.  

We need a national plan for lung disease to be integrated with the air quality plan 

Lung disease is the UK’s third biggest killer, costing the NHS £9.9 billion a year and business £1.2 

billion through work days lost.viii Despite the millions affected, there is currently no plan in place to 

evaluate or improve respiratory services. Successive governments have failed to prioritise lung 

disease and put a robust strategy in place. Any plan to tackle air quality should be fully integrated 

into a new national plan to tackle lung disease.  We want the government to set national health 

targets in the air quality plan to reduce hospital admissions from air pollution and to reduce 

premature deaths from air pollution. At a local level, public health, environmental health and 

transport teams should similarly work together. 

We need more measures to raise awareness of air pollution and protect vulnerable communities  

We recognise that the most vulnerable people will benefit the most from improved air quality. 

However this improvement will not be immediate. During this transition time, the health of children, 

older people and deprived communities must be protected. Even if people know air pollution is a 

problem, it’s likely they don’t know what steps to take to protect themselves or where to get data 

and information on air pollution levels. We want the government to: 

 amend local air quality monitoring guidance to recommend that monitors are placed outside 

schools, hospitals and care homes in polluted areas. This will ensure that vulnerable people 

have the data and information they need to protect their health. 
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 establish a UK-wide public health campaign that targets the most vulnerable people and 

provides people with clear health advice so they can protect their health 

 vastly improve air quality alerts so they reach the most vulnerable people – alerts need to be 

timely, locally relevant and accessible both online and offline 

 

2) Do these plans set out effective and proportionate measures to 
achieve necessary emissions reductions as quickly as possible? 

Success will be limited without a national network of charging clean air zones  

DEFRA’s own research shows that a network of charging clean air zones is the most effective way to 

deliver legal compliance in the shortest time possible. Yet the government has shied away from 

mandating local authorities to put these zones in place.  

Over ten years, a network of charging clean air zones is estimated to cost the government £600 

million, but will deliver six times as much value in health benefits - £3,600 million. It is likely that 

these health benefits are even higher as these values do not include any morbidity costs, such as the 

cost of work days lost or direct costs to the health service.  

  NO2 concentration 
impact - average 

reduction µg/m3 by 
2020 

Cost to central 
government – 

over ten years  
(£million) 

Health benefit - 
over ten years  

 
(£million) 

Clean Air Zones 11.00 £600.00 £3,600.00 

National retrofit programme 1.50 £4,500.00 £440.00 

Scrappage scheme  6.30 £60,000.00 £10.00 

Investing in Ultra-Low Emission 
Vehicles  

3.00 £90,000.00 £50.00 

Decreasing speed limits  Up to 4.5 £60.00 £1.00 

Improving government buying 
standards  

0.004 £5.60 £2.04 

Vehicle labelling for consumers 0.13 n/a £17.50 

Influencing driving styles  4.20 £5,300.00 £8.70     
Source: Defra (2017) Draft UK Air Quality Plan for tackling nitrogen dioxide - Technical Report – pg.56 - https://consult.defra.gov.uk/airquality/air-quality-plan-

for-tackling-nitrogen-dioxide/supporting_documents/Technical%20Report%20%20Amended%209%20May%202017.pdf 

We need clear plans for the devolved nations with timelines and objectives  

The air quality plan does not establish clear timelines or a consistent approach to how air quality will 

be improved in the devolved nations. The Scottish Government has already published a plan and 

committed to establishing a low emission zone by 2018, but the Welsh and Northern Ireland 

governments are yet to publish a plan. The Welsh Government state they will write and consult on 

their plan in 2018. In Northern Ireland no timeline or deadline has been provided and the lack of a 

stable government is delaying this work further. This patchwork approach across the nations does not 

reflect the urgency that is needed in delivering a UK-wide plan.  

 

3) Are other nations or cities taking more effective action that the 
UK can learn from? 

Clean air zones have successfully tackled pollution in other cities 

Clean air zones in other cities around the world have helped shift attitudes and cleaned up polluted 

areas. The most successful zones are those that are ambitious in size and scope; that include all 

polluting vehicles, including private cars, and that have enforcement mechanisms in place.   
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 Berlin - A zone introduced in Berlin in 2008 (which included cars) and expanded in 2010 led 

to PM and NO2 emissions 50% and 20% lower than the predicted trend.ix Across Germany, cars 

have emission stickers on them which helps identify the most polluting vehicles. This has 

been an effective way to ensure clean air zones are regulated and to help raise consumer 

awareness.x Authorities in Berlin found the zone has also helped improve the quality of 

vehicles in the area surrounding area, therefore improving air quality both in and around the 

zone.xi  

 

 Rome - The low emission zone which operated in Rome from 2001-2005 achieved a 4% 

reduction in total number of cars. NO2 emissions decreased from 22.9 to 17.4 μg/m3 and PM10 

emissions decreased from 7.8 to 6.2 μg/m3. As a result of the policy, 264,522 residents who 

lived alongside busy roads gained an average 3.4 days of life per person.xii 

 

4) Is there enough cross-government collaboration to set in place the 
right fiscal and policy incentives? 

More collaboration is needed across health, environment and transport policy 

Cleaner air will benefit vulnerable people the most and help tackle health inequalities across the UK. 

Local authorities should work with national public health bodies and local public health teams so that 

policies tackle a multitude of public health goals – such as improving lung health, increasing physical 

activity, reducing obesity and addressing health inequalities. Deprived communities are more likely 

to be exposed to toxic pollution levels, yet have less access to public transport, cycle paths, walking 

routes and green space.xiii Reducing air pollution and promoting active travel will help create 

greener, safer and healthier communities.  

The government should set national health targets for their air quality plan as well as targets for cuts 

in pollution levels. These should include targets to reduce early deaths from air pollution and reduce 

respiratory hospital admissions and attendance in the next five years.  

The treasury need to amend the tax system to stop incentivising diesel  

The tax system should be amended to ensure that the most harmfully polluting vehicles are paying the 

most tax. We are pleased the government stated this year that they will be looking at the tax treatment 

for diesel vehicles, and we urge them to use the upcoming budget to address this. It’s unfortunate that 

no measures to amend tax were included in the air quality plan.  

 

In April 2017, the government abolished CO2 emission banding for VED to establish a flat rate for all 

vehicles. It is concerning that there are now no mechanisms in place to discourage the purchase of 

more polluting vehicles. We think the previous banding should be re-established, and nitrogen dioxide 

and particulate emissions should also be factored in. For people buying new diesel and petrol vehicles 

in 2017 there is little distinction in the tax paid, this does not reflect the harm that many new diesels 

could still cause to our health.  

 

Even the newest models still produce more emissions than they should. Some Euro 6 diesel cars produce 

as much as seven times more pollution in the real world than stated by manufacturers.xiv Additionally, 

the new real drive emission standards still allow diesels to perform worse in the real world then their 

emissions standard suggests.xv The Treasury should amend VED banding to reflect this. A change to the 

tax system will send a clear message to drivers that diesel is harmful for our health.  
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We need a targeted diesel scrappage scheme  

Many drivers bought their diesel vehicle in good faith. Any revenue from changes to taxation should be 

used to fund a targeted diesel scrappage scheme, to help the people who need it most move away from 

polluting vehicles. 

 

Alongside this, the Government should increase funding for alternatives to private car travel – such as 

clean public transport (retrofitting and procuring zero emission buses), walking and cycling.  

 

5) How can those charged with delivering national plans at local level 
be best supported and challenged? 

Leadership is required from the national government 

We agree with the government that local authorities are best placed to identify solutions that work 

for them locally. However, we do not think local authorities have been provided clear evidence, 

support or resources to effectively tackle the problem. Clean air zones are the most effective way to 

lower air pollution, yet are likely to be politically contentious and difficult to implement locally 

without leadership from national government and a persuasive, evidence based, compelling 

argument.  

Support local authorities with more funding, resources and expertise  

FOIs submitted earlier this year found that many local authorities are struggling to meet local air 

quality monitoring requirements because of financial challenges.xvi  These findings were supported by 

a survey from the Local Government Information Unit who found that three-quarters of local councils 

had little or no confidence in the sustainability of local government finances and more than one in 10 

believed they were in danger of failing to meet legal requirements to deliver core services.xvii 

Overwhelmingly, council leaders stated that social care pressures were their top priority. To ensure 

that local authorities can prioritise air quality, they must receive adequate funding, resources and 

expertise. 

We need a UK-wide public awareness campaign on air pollution  

A campaign based on clear, accurate and robust health information will ensure that people know how 

to protect themselves and support local authorities to take ambitious action on pollution. 

An awareness campaign will also help dispel myths around pollution exposure and reassure people 

that they are taking effective steps to protect themselves. For instance, we are often contacted by 

members of the public and organisations who are keen to use face masks. The majority of face masks 

do not protect people effectively from pollution, as small particles are still able to get through any 

gaps. Likewise, many drivers don’t realise that they may be exposed to higher amounts of air 

pollution sat in their own car than outside of it. 

Studies have shown that providing the public with clear, concise and meaningful data and 

information on air pollution significantly helps raise awareness of the problem. However, if this data 

is not accompanied with clear ways in which people can reduce their exposure people often report 

feeling “powerless” and unable to protect themselves.xviii Any awareness campaign must be 

accompanied by clear health advice that facilitates behaviour change. This should be targeted to 

vulnerable groups.  

Target the most polluted areas where the most vulnerable people are exposed 

Funding should be targeted to towns and cities where pollution levels are the most acute. Areas with 

high rates of lung disease should also be prioritised, such as Glasgow, Greater Manchester and 
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Liverpool, where lung disease mortality rates are very high and health outcomes are consistently 

below average.xix Funding should be allocated to achieve both environmental and health outcomes. It 

should be allocated across council departments to facilitate cross-departmental working between 

health, transport and environmental health teams.  

 

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 further information, please contact: 

Harriet Edwards 

Policy and public affairs officer 

Harriet.edwards@blf.org.uk  

0207 688 5827 
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