	[image: image2.png]



[image: image1.jpg]AUl Party Parliamentary Light Rail Grov#
Lightrail (UK) Ltd





	[image: image2.png]Light Rail (UK) Ltd
Warrington Business Park.

Long Lane.

Warrington, Cheshire, England, United Kingdom.
Tel (+44) (0)1925 243500, Fax (+44) (0)1925 2433000

www.lightrailuk.com e-mail lightrailuk@aol.com
	



Time for the UK to clean up its act on air pollution

Air pollution has been taken very seriously in the past 
So how has the UK been able to get away with ignoring current levels?

The air pollution problem is one of those "Elephants in the Room". It is a huge unspoken disaster. The main government advisory body on air pollution, COMEAP, has indicated that they believe the impact upon death rates to be as high as six percent increase for a very small ten micrograms of PM2.5's for each cubic metre of ambient air. 

Clean air would have no more than five micrograms per m3 but the government seems to have decided on a 25 microgram limit. We are talking about 60 000 unnecessary deaths in this country each year if we all breathed in those tiny particles at the maximum limit. The main problem is exposure to traffic but a less talked about problem is the burning of solid fuel, namely wood and coal on house fires. A relatively recent example of the impact of domestic coal burning was in Dublin which was severely limited in 1990. Research shows that the number of deaths reduced immediately by 364 per year (The Lancet, October 2002). The main health impact seems to be heart disease rather than respiratory and COMEAP have proposed reasons why this might be biologically plausible.
COMEAP is due to publish its final report on the impact of airborne particles and it will be downloadable from its website.

Europe has begun the legal process to take Britain to court for ignoring its air 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/pollution" \o "http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/pollution" pollution laws, but the real question is how come the government has been allowed to get away with it for so long?

The immediate issue is PM10 pollution - the minute sooty particles emitted mainly by diesel engines which get into lungs and lead to asthma, heart diseases respiratory problems. Scientists say PM10 pollution leads to the premature deaths of 12,000-24,000 people a year in Britain – more than the deaths caused by alcohol consumption and far, far more than passive smoking. The Rogers review of local authority priorities in 2006 estimated that PM10 pollution alone cost Britain between £9.1bn and £21bn a year in health costs.

Government has had 10 years to clean up its act on PM10s but has failed completely, knowingly breaking its own laws since 2005. Now, new laws mean it must also start to address nitrogen dioxide (NO2) pollution, which again comes largely from traffic but also from power stations and industry. It hasn't even got a plan for this, although it has known that it contributes to serious health problems for years. It wants to delay taking action until after the next election and is arguing that it needs a public consultation before it does anything.

Different standards are being applied. While passive smoking is rigorously policed in offices, pubs and public places both by local authorities and the public, car pollution is ignored. Allow a single fag to be lit in a public place and you're a social pariah - liable to be heavily fined or have your business closed down. Contribute to the death of an old lady with PM10 or NO2 pollution and no one knows or takes it seriously.

So why, after successes with acid rain and leaded petrol, has air pollution completely dropped off the UK agenda? Here are some possible reasons.

1. Particulate and nitrogen dioxide pollution is all but invisible, so it's easy for governments and industry to pretend to be clean and green.

2. Local authorities can declare air quality management areas, but they are reluctant to take steps to reduce emissions. There is also little policing and the issue is largely ignored by planners.

3. Central government is loth to take any action which would restrict developments that could breach air pollution laws.

4. Watchdog groups like Friends of the Earth, the National Society for Clean Air and Environmental Protection, and the Campaign for Better Transport have largely failed to hold government to account. NGOs prioritise climate change but the downside has been that air pollution has largely been ignored. All transport campaigning is effectively now CO2-related.
5. Opposition MPs, with a few notable exceptions, have only sporadically raised the issue in parliament.

6. The national and local media has largely dropped the issue because data is hard to access, and the issue is confused with climate change emissions.

7. Industry lobbies have resisted government action on fuel and engine quality, saying it threatens jobs.

In the past, air pollution was taken very seriously indeed. Coal burning was first banned in London in the 13th century. The hole in the ozone layer was addressed rapidly by the Montreal protocol when the problem was discovered in the 1980s. Smokeless fuels and zones have all been introduced successfully. Europe has passed more than 20 pieces of legislation governing air pollution in the last 25 years.

So the question remains, why the UK has got away with breaking air pollution rules on PM10s and NO2 for so long? 
The European Union is planning to take Britain to court for consistently breaching air pollution laws, which could result in unlimited daily fines.

Air pollution near many roads averages well over twice the UN's World Health Organisation maximum recommended level, which has led to constant infringements of EU air quality laws. 
In particular, diesel engines emit large quantities of minute, sooty particles known as PM10s which are linked to asthma and heart disease. The government's own figures estimate they result in 12,000 to 24,000 premature deaths a year in the UK.

The EU environment commissioner, Stavros Dimas, said that PM10 pollution was particularly bad in London. "There are PM10 excesses in London along more than 200km of roads," he wrote to Ed Davey, the Liberal Democrat foreign affairs spokesman,
In his letter Dimas revealed that legal proceedings were being prepared. "The commission services are now preparing the launch of infringement proceedings against the UK. In view of the serious consequences of high concentrations of PM10, the commission expects the UK to ensure a speedy reduction."

Britain had been given six years by Europe to reduce its PM10 levels after air legislation was introduced in 1999. This passed into British law in 2005 but documents obtained by the Campaign for Clean Air in London (CCAL) show that limits have been widely breached since then. 

The documents show that more than 20 UK cities and conurbations broke the pollution law in 2006, and Belfast, Coventry, London, Birmingham, Tyneside and Bristol also broke it in 2005. These infringements are expected to be the basis of the EU's legal case against Britain. 

The case could take two years to come to court, and could prove embarrassing in the run up to the Olympic games. 

The government is also expected to approve plans shortly for a third runway at Heathrow in possible further defiance of air quality laws, and is certain to miss other EU deadlines. A directive, which came into force, last June, demands that levels of nitrogen dioxide (NO2) air pollution be reduced on some busy streets by more than a third by the end of this year. 

Unlike PM10 pollution, which mostly affects people living close to traffic, NO2 is much more widespread. High levels can cause lung damage and increased respiratory infections. Nearly half of nitrogen dioxide emissions come from cars and 25% from power stations. 

The only feasible way that Britain can meet its new NO2 target is by tackling traffic congestion with schemes such as low emission zones, which bar the most polluting vehicles from entering areas, or congestion charging as in London. 

Aviation is also a significant contributor of NO2, making the Heathrow decision highly relevant.
The government plans to hold a three month consultation and then apply for a time extension to come up with ways to meet its NO2 target. Nine other EU countries are also applying for extensions.

A spokesman for the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs said: "We are unlikely to meet the 2010 deadline in respect of nitrogen dioxide. 

The problem is mainly about existing pollution from traffic."

Simon Birkett of CCAL said: "Legal action to enforce health-based air quality laws is long overdue. We urge the government to say urgently how it will comply fully with these laws. It can try to delay introducing measures to reduce air pollution but eventually it will have to meet these directives."

In essence, the UK has been able to away with ignoring current levels of air pollution because the government has not yet been held to account by society for its failure to 'get it' (i.e. the importance of complying with air pollution laws).

The public mood is changing fast though: a recent survey by the City of Westminster found air quality to be people's top environmental concern. In another example, Environmental Protection UK wrote to the Prime Minister on 16 June 2008 calling on the government to comply fully with air quality laws. The letter was signed by the Campaign for Clean Air in London and 11 leading NGOs. The reply sent by the (then) Air Quality Minister was notable though for two reasons: not committing to comply with air quality laws and admitting that the government had no plans to do so.

Some senior Ministers, such as Hilary Benn, David Miliband (ex-Defra) and perhaps Ed Miliband have 'got it' but many others, including the PM, clearly haven’t. If only the PM would commit the government to comply fully with air quality laws and then insist that actions follow words we would see the same rapid improvements we saw with acid rain, leaded petrol and the ozone layer. Frankly, if the government won't make the effort to comply with air quality laws now, their five years carbon budgets and 2020 and 2050 climate change commitments are no more than 'hot air'. 

Opposition party leaders should make this commitment now.
There are several secondary reasons for the failure to improve air quality since this government came to power (please note that references to improvements since 1990 are meaningless since no improvements have been measured since 1997).

1. First, the government has been obsessed by a cost-benefit only approach to the challenges it has faced. Incredibly, at the end of the Explanatory Memorandum to the Air Quality Standards Regulations 2007 (AQSR 2007), the (then) Air Quality Minister had to sign a statement saying that 'I have read the Regulatory Impact Assessment and I am satisfied the benefits fully justify the costs'. Nothing about complying with the legislation or committing to meet deadlines! This is very worrying given that the AQSR 2007 sets the legal framework for air quality within the UK. It shows a deep flaw in government thinking

2. Second, the ignoring of air pollution deadlines has been, guess what, behind the government's failure to meet them! If it isn't 'measured', it doesn't happen! A systemic failure can be seen not just in the government's failure to comply with air quality laws but also where it has admitted it will miss by 10% the National Emissions Ceiling Directive (due to be met by January 2010). Meanwhile, other countries across Europe have been making tough choices to comply with these deadlines - expecting (understandably) that their industries would not be put at a competitive disadvantage to ours. We face the 'prisoners' dilemma' if co-operation and a common approach to health based environmental laws disappear. Instead, we need the government to focus on the most cost-effective ways of meeting air pollution deadlines (whether air quality or climate change).

3. Third, UK legislation has been dysfunctional. The government, being responsible for the duties of the UK as a Member State, must comply with European Union and UK air quality (and wider air pollution) laws. And yet it has passed down to local authorities and the Mayor of London a duty only to 'work towards' these obligations' i.e. a 'busy fool' local authority could have introduced say 50 meaningless measures and still complied with its legal duties. It seems likely that the government will have to use its reserve powers (provided for in the AQSR 2007) soon to issue 'directions' to the Mayor of London and others to ensure air quality deadlines are met.

4. Fourth, the most cost effective measures to reduce air pollution often involve no cost but behavioral change! For example, keeping to the speed limit on motorways saves money. Guess what, behavioral change involves political risk and therefore political will. See above!

5. Fifth, there has been unnecessary confusion over the causes of air pollution and its consequences. Virtually all breaches of air quality laws in London are caused by road transport and emissions from older diesel vehicles of all sorts. Two overlapping 'circles' of measures are needed to tackle transport problems: one for congestion and one for emissions. The former will reduce emissions since vehicles are half as polluting once they reach 20mph. For the latter, we need to add a German style inner Low Emission Zone (which is cheap and effective because it focus directly on the problem).

Finally, too little focus has paid to the benefits of complying with air quality laws. Apart from health, cost and quality of life benefits, complying with air quality laws will show how climate change can be tackled.

Jim Harkins
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