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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE:  CAMPAIGN UPDATE: 22 JULY 2007 
 

No political will shown in Defra’s new Air Quality Strategy for the UK 
 
The new Air Quality Strategy for the UK was published by the Department for Environment 
Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) on 17 July 2007. Commenting on the new Strategy, Simon 
Birkett, Principal Contact for the Campaign for Clean Air in London, said: 
 
"The new Air Quality Strategy is much needed after seven years and is therefore to be 
welcomed. However, after seven years and hundreds of pages of analysis in three volumes, 
the UK's updated Strategy is still mostly about "work in progress" rather than solutions. At 
this rate, the UK is likely to remain second worst for air pollution in western Europe behind 
only The Netherlands: see recent World Health Organisation report at: 
 
http://www.who.int/quantifying_ehimpacts/countryprofilesebd.xls 
 
and the link page at: 
 
http://www.who.int/quantifying_ehimpacts/countryprofiles/en/index.html 
 
"Six points are particularly striking from the strategic analysis published in the new Air 
Quality Strategy:  
 
First, that the estimated current equivalent health costs from air pollution are up to £20 billion 
each year (see Volume 1, page 3). Consider the more important still "human" cost of air 
pollution...;  
 
Second, that policies in the road transport sector and the electricity generating sector have 
been shown to be very cost beneficial with benefits estimated to have exceeded costs by up to 
a factor of 24 (see Volume 1, page 23). Note though that the "one-off" benefit from shifting 
from coal to gas-fired power stations has aided the latter; 
 
Third, the Strategy is wrong to say that "the Government also has an excellent record of 
incentivising cleaner fuels and vehicles through duty differentials" (see Volume 1, page 28) 
since we have seen a proliferation of diesel engined vehicles in cities in recent years with 
"diesel car sales assumed to grow to 42% by 2010" (see Volume 2, page 13) and no measures 
to have encouraged the early adoption of the much cleaner Euro 4 emission standard engines. 
Statistics released recently by the Government showed that diesel engines produce some 16 
times more of the hazardous particulate matter than petrol engines making it hard to justify 
these engines in large cities. Without cleaner engines, we will have to reduce further vehicle 
numbers and sizes in large cities to meet climate change and air quality obligations; 
 
Fourth, the new Strategy highlights more the improvements since the "peasoupers" of the past 
that killed many thousands of people in a single week than the fact that, tragically, four times 
as many people died prematurely from particulate matter air pollution alone in London in 
2005 than from road traffic accidents in the same period; 
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Fifth, the Strategy highlights rightly the vital linkages between air quality and climate change 
mitigation measures (without having done so in the Draft Climate Change Bill); and 
 
Sixth, the Strategy makes clear that if no further measures, in addition to those already agreed, 
are implemented that man-made particulate matter air pollution alone will result in a health 
impact in the UK in 2020 that is still estimated to cost up to £6.2-14.7 billion per annum (i.e. 
an average reduction of life expectancy in the UK of 5.5 months still in 2020) (see Volume 1, 
page 42). This is astonishing when European Union legal limits for particulate matter were 
due to have been met by January 2005 since 1999 legislation (and January 2010 for nitrogen 
dioxide). 
 
"Why is it that the Government is considering such an inadequate response to such a serious 
air pollution health problem and such an opportunity for massive financial costs savings? 
Even successful implementation of the Government's latest package, of "New measures to be 
considered" and "Measures requiring additional development work", would only improve 
seemingly the average reduction in life expectancy in the UK by a further two weeks in 2020 
to 5.0 months (see Volume 1, page 3)? Bear in mind too that these are averages across the 
whole UK and the Strategy says that 84% of urban roads in England met the objective in 2003 
- what cost then to those near the other 16% of urban roads... (see Volume 2, page 213)? 
 
The Government admits in the Executive Summary that it is "projected to miss objectives on 
three of our nine pollutants (particles, ozone and nitrogen dioxide)" (see Volume 1, page 7). 
The Executive Summary does not mention however that there appear to be problems meeting 
objectives for Polycyclic Aromatic Hydrocarbons (which is believed to cause an "increased 
incidence of tumours of the lung, skin and possibly bladder and other sites") for the 
foreseeable future (see Volume 2, page 87), for Benzene (which is a "recognised genotoxic 
human carcinogen") at "a small number of roadside locations in London" (see Volume 2, page 
92) and for Sulphur Dioxide (which is an "irritant gas that, in high concentrations, provokes 
broncho-constriction i.e. narrowing of the airways") where the UK seems to been in ongoing 
breach of European Union legal limits (see Volume 2, page 72). 
 
A Strategic Plan without any proposal to meet key European Union legal limits (e.g. 
particulate matter and nitrogen dioxide) does not seem to be making "reasonable efforts" to do 
so. 
 
Why also is the Government dropping measures that might provide "significant benefits for 
example by helping achieve legally binding European Union limit values" (such as providing 
incentives to phase out the most polluting vehicles, helping London with its Low Emission 
Zone, retrofitting Diesel Particulate Filters to heavy duty vehicles and captive fleets and 
setting product standards for gas fired domestic appliances) (see Volume 3, page 12) and 
delaying those like road pricing that offer 70% reductions in peaks of air pollution (see 
Volume 3, page 278)? 
 
Why also is the Government using 2003 as a Base Year for many of its air pollution 
projections when it admits that this was a "poor year" for air quality compared to other years 
this decade and that starting projections from a poor year for air quality will result in higher 
projected air quality than starting from a year of relatively good air quality (see Volume 2, 
page 112)? 
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How can it be right, from an Environmental Justice perspective, for the Government to say 
that "the health benefits of reducing the average exposure of 10 million people (even if living 
in areas already below the objectives) by 1 microgram per cubic metre are one hundred times 
greater than reducing the exposure of 10,000 people (even if living in areas above the 
objective) by 10 micrograms per cubic metre" (see Volume 2, page 43)? Surely, apart from 
anything else, the risks are unlikely to be "linear" and those living in "hotspot areas" should 
be entitled to have not just the limit cap met urgently but to experience also ongoing 
improvements in air quality. 
 
"We are dismayed that the Government and Defra have so little ambition or determination to 
improve the UK's air quality and rectify even the breaches of European Union legal limits for 
air quality that occured in Bradford, Brighton and London in 2005 (see Volume 2, page 24) 
(and subsequently in Scunthorpe and Glasgow and almost in Port Talbot in 2006). No 
derogations or time extensions are allowed from meeting these obligations. These legal 
breaches were not even mentioned in the Strategy (see Volume 2, page 213). We wrote 
recently therefore to the European Commission urging it to ask the European Court of Justice 
to commence enforcement action against the UK. 
 
"With such an obvious case for reducing air pollution, we can only assume that there is still a 
substantial lack of political will at the very top of the UK Government to tackle this problem. 
 
"We urge the Government therefore to introduce a new sense of purpose and urgency into its 
air quality strategy by committing to deliver sustainably at least World Health Organisation 
recommended standards of air quality throughout London by no later than the London 2012 
Summer Olympics through measures such as those that clean up vehicle emissions at their 
source." 
 
Simon Birkett 
Principal Contact 
Campaign for Clean Air in London 


