The Association of Directors of Public Health
Policy Position: Outdoor Air Quality
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Outdoor air pollution is a major public health issue costing the UK economy £20bn a year and
contributing to over 25,000 deaths a year.
Coordinated action at the local, regional and national level is needed to tackle it and the health
inequality associated with it.
The 2017 UK Plan for Tackling Roadside Nitrogen Dioxide Concentrations puts too much of an onus
on local authorities to tackle air pollution and does not represent a whole system approach.
The UK Government needs to support take-up of low emission vehicles, deliver low emission plugin schemes in housing and deliver active travel infrastructure and interventions that have cobenefits to health.

The Association of Directors of Public Health (ADPH) is the representative body for Directors of Public
Health (DsPH) in the UK. It seeks to improve and protect the health of the population through collating
and presenting the views of DsPH; advising on public health policy and legislation at a local, regional,
national and international level; facilitating a support network for DsPH; and providing opportunities for
DsPH to develop professional practice. The Association has a rich heritage, its origins dating back 160 years.
It is a collaborative organisation working in partnership with others to maximise the voice for public health.
This policy position outlines our position on outdoor air quality. It has been developed in partnership with
the membership and led by the ADPH Air Pollution Policy Advisory Group.

Background
Air pollution causes a considerable burden of death and disability and costs the UK economy £22.6bn every
year.1 In the UK, 40,000 deaths a year are attributable to exposure to outdoor air pollution through
increased risk of diseases such as heart disease, stroke, respiratory diseases and cancer.2 The World Health
Organisation (WHO) has called air pollution (both indoor and outdoor) ‘the biggest environmental risk to
health, carrying responsibility for about one in every nine deaths annually’. 3 Air pollution contributes to
thousands of hospital admissions per year and could have long-term impacts on health.4 One study has
shown that air pollution exposure has long-term effects on mortality that persist for decades. 5
Children are more vulnerable to breathing in polluted air than adults and if a child breathes high levels of
air pollution over an extended period they might be at risk of developing asthma, wheezing, coughs, lung
cancer when they are older and infections like pneumonia.6 A recent WHO report attributed a mortality
rate of 25.7 per 100,000 to outdoor and indoor air pollution in the UK. This is higher than mortality rates
in Spain, Portugal, and France.7

Focus on inequalities
There are striking health inequalities associated with outdoor air pollution. In 2003, Mitchell and Dorling
undertook the first national level environmental justice analysis of air quality in Britain and established
that there were clear inequalities in exposure to air pollution based on demography, poverty and car
ownership.8 More recent research has found that in England and Wales young children and adults, and
households in poverty are more likely to suffer from the effects of traffic than older people and more
affluent households. Affluent households contribute most to emissions through ownership of the most
vehicles.9 Research carried out by Imperial College London showed that there were higher concentrations
of particulate matter and nitrogen dioxide in the most deprived 20% neighbourhoods in England. 10 Air
pollution also has an impact on children living in deprived areas. In 2015, 328,000 children attended
schools in London where the average concentrations of NO2 exceeded the EU limit value, this accounted
for 25% of the total school population Schools in deprived areas of London were most likely to be
affected.11

Policy context
Managing and improving outdoor air quality is largely driven by EU legislation, which means there is
uncertainty about what will happen once the UK has left the European Union. The 2008 ambient air quality
directive sets legally binding limits for concentrations in outdoor air of major air pollutants and was made
law in England through the Air Quality Standards Regulation 2010. Equivalent regulations exist in Scotland,
Wales and Northern Ireland. The UK government is responsible for compliance with the EU’s limits and
deadlines. Following the Environment Act 1995, local authorities are responsible for reviewing and
assessing air quality and if they are falling short must declare an Air Quality Management Area and produce
an action plan.
In 1997 the UK became the first country in Europe to develop an air quality strategy. The strategy has
undergone a series of reviews and was last updated in 2007 (Air Quality Strategy for England, Scotland,
Wales and Northern Ireland). In May 2017, Defra published principles which local authorities should follow
when setting up Clean Air Zones in England (Clean Air Zone Framework) and in June 2017 NICE updated
it’s guidance on air pollution: outdoor air quality and health.
In July 2017 the UK Government published a new UK Plan for Tackling Roadside Nitrogen Dioxide
Concentrations. ADPH published a response to the consultation on the draft plan and remains concerned
that the plan does not go far enough to make much needed national-level changes and places too much
onus on local authorities.
In May 2018 the UK Government published its Clean Air Strategy setting our plans to reduce air pollution.
ADPH submitted a response to the consultation on the draft plan. Whilst the strategy is welcome, more
focus is needed on transport emissions and stronger national leadership is required.

ADPH Position
A whole system approach
At the local, regional and national levels we need to take a whole system approach to improving outdoor
air quality developed and implemented by key partners across transport, planning, health and education.
Effective partnership working is vital for bringing down mortality associated with air pollution. Air pollution
does not adhere to local authority boundaries.
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Public health funding
Public health funding in England will be cut by 9.7% by 2020/21, £331 million in cash terms in addition to
the £200 million in-year cut in 2015/16.12 Although DsPH have been acting to manage these cuts without
detriment to outcomes they have reached the limit of available efficiencies. Cuts to public health funding
may result in cuts to interventions which reduce harm caused by air pollution.
Co-benefits to health
Prioritising initiatives that maximise the benefits to both population health and the environment
represents best value for money for local authorities as well as having a greater positive impact overall.
These ‘co-benefits’ to health could include increasing physical activity and reducing air pollution caused
by vehicles.
Active travel
Improvements to air quality can be achieved through making walking, cycling and use of public transport
the preferred and accessible form of mobility. In our 2016 policy survey, 82% of DsPH said that
committing 10% of the local transports budget to walking and cycling was either in their top five
priorities or important to them. 13 The adoption of 20mph speed limits where appropriate could have
positive effects such as reducing air pollution, noise pollution and road traffic injuries, making it safer for
children to engage in more physical activity outside while supporting greater community cohesion and
the viability of local businesses.14
Moving towards cleaner vehicles and buildings
The proportion of cars fuelled by diesel in Great Britain has almost doubled over the past decade from
20% in 2005 to 37.8% in 2015. 15 There is a need to move towards lower emission vehicles and rises in
vehicle excise duty could be one way of achieving this. The Mayor of London, Sadiq Khan, has recently
published proposals for a national scrappage scheme and a model for cities to tackle air pollution from
diesel.16 The use of raised exhaust pipes and road systems which encourage continual traffic flow rather
than stopping and starting can help to mitigate the impact of diesel and heavy goods vehicles. Mitigation
can also take place through the structure of the built environment. For example, wider pavements, trees
and street furniture between footpaths and roads, and cycling infrastructure such as cycle paths can all
have a positive impact. Domestic and commercial heating systems are another important source of air
pollution within the UK. Improving the energy efficiency of homes and commercial buildings has the
potential to contribute to reducing emissions as well as imparting multiple other co-benefits, such as
reducing household energy bills, fuel poverty and excess winter deaths.
Research and evidence
Better evidence is needed to demonstrate the impact of public health interventions to tackle air pollution
carefully considering unintentional consequences and learning from past programmes for example
promoting diesel vehicles with the ill-considered negative consequence of increasing nitrogen dioxide and
PM10. More evidence is needed to identify high impact interventions which are likely to have the greatest
co-benefits for both air quality and health. The research agenda needs to focus on how changes to the
built environment can support uptake of active travel and public transport and the policies needed to
achieve this. It should also be noted that communicating the impacts of air pollution to the population and
alerting those considered more vulnerable of poor air quality days is extremely important and more
innovative approaches are needed to make this messaging effective and useful.
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ADPH Recommendations
National
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•
•
•

•

•
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•
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•
•
Local
•
•
•
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Investment in public health must be increased. Cuts to public health budgets must be reversed
and public health needs to be funded both sustainably and adequately in line with local population
health need.
The Government should adopt air quality standards in line with the guidelines set out by WHO.
Governments across the four nations should prioritise active travel in transport policy and
continue to invest in infrastructure for active travel.
The Government should incentivise the use of low-emission vehicles and use fiscal levers to
increase the use of less polluting vehicles and require housing developments to install
infrastructure fit for future new technological vehicles, making that switch easier for the
population.
Governments across the four nations should support commercial fleet operators to switch to more
environmentally friendly fuels and technologies and lead the way by switching to lower polluting
vehicles for the NHS and other Government fleet vehicles.
The Government should commit to a cost-benefit analysis of a national diesel scrappage scheme
in England.
Vehicle Excise Duty should be adjusted to reflect the impact of diesel vehicles on levels of nitrogen
dioxide in the atmosphere.
Government should identify plug-in technology that is easily transferrable between vehicles and
plug-in stations formulating a standard new technology must follow.
Funding should be provided for research on the implementation and evaluation of interventions
that address air pollution while maximising the benefits to health. More research is needed into
advice that should be given to vulnerable groups on days when air pollution levels are high and
effective ways of communicating the impacts and supporting behaviour change is needed.
Infrastructure to support walking, cycling and use of public transport needs to continue to be
developed.
Across all four nations we would like to see closer working between the departments of transport,
health and environment to enable a more co-ordinated approach to air pollution.
Local authorities should adhere to recently published NICE guidance on air pollution, which
contains recommendations based on most recent evidence.
Local authorities should work with schools to educate both children and parents about the impact
of air pollution on their health, and their role in tackling it.
More collaborative work should be taking place across public health, parks and planning
departments. For example, a commitment to tackling air pollution should be included in strategy
documents which guide planning decisions.
Specific Air Quality Policies should be included in all Local Plans to restrict, where appropriate, any
new development in areas of identified poor air quality and set expectations for new
developments, whatever size of development, to have to consider mitigation options for its impact
on air quality.
All new developments should be required to ensure adequate secure cycle storage is available for
each new home built.
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All new developments should be required to provide plug-in technology for hybrid/electric
vehicles.
Air quality data should be included in Joint Strategic Needs Assessments so that Health and
Wellbeing Boards, and other local partners, are equipped with the information needed to act.
Areas should consider adopting a 20-mph speed limit and phased traffic lighting where it is feasible
and appropriate.
Infrastructure to support walking, cycling and use of public transport needs to continue to be
developed and local authorities should aim for at least 10% of the local transport budget to be
dedicated to active travel.
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