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Executive summary

Air pollution is a global health and social justice issue, disproportionately affecting 
the most deprived parts of society1. Air pollution contributes to 36,000 premature 
deaths a year in the UK2 and 4.2 million globally3. In December 2020, the coroner 
included air pollution as a contributing cause of death in the heart-breaking case of 
nine-year old Ella Kissi-Debrah. Also, in 2020, the Confederation of British Industry 
(CBI) estimated that air pollution costs the UK economy three million working days, 
or £1.6 billion, a year because of sickness, absence, and lost productivity at work4. 

Over the last year, COVID-19 has highlighted the importance of clean air for all. Research suggests that  
it is likely that people with health conditions that are caused or worsened by air pollution – such as  
asthma, heart disease and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) – may be more vulnerable to 
complications, even death, if they contract COVID-19. It is likely that air pollution contributes to the number 
of COVID-19 cases by making those exposed to high levels of air pollution more susceptible to catching the 
disease, however more evidence is needed on this topic5. When canvassed on the subject, most people 
(72%) think that clean air is even more important because the coronavirus can affect people’s lungs6.

LOCAL AUTHORITIES, AS COMMUNITY GUARDIANS AND LEADERS,  
ARE EXCEPTIONALLY WELL PLACED TO TACKLE AIR POLLUTION 
This paper sets out the top five methods for local authorities to combat air pollution in a fast and fair way:

1  Helping people and businesses to choose sustainable travel options to decrease the use of  
motor vehicles.

2  Accelerating the adoption of ultra-low emission vehicles for essential motor-vehicle journeys.

3  Supporting vulnerable groups to protect those most at risk from the harmful effects of air pollution.

4  Working with developers and planners to minimise the need for activity that causes air pollution.

5  Embracing Clean Air Zones (CAZs) or equivalent, which restrict or add an extra cost to the most 
polluting actions in those neighbourhoods.

Local authorities can also have a positive impact on air pollution through their pension funds, which invest 
billions of pounds across the UK and elsewhere in a wide range of industries – many of which contribute in 
different ways to air pollution.

The good news for local authority leaders is that several surveys have found these policies to be extremely 
popular with the public, and people see several clear benefits. Even most drivers support restrictions  
to traffic in town and city centres7. Research conducted by Global Action Plan has shown that people 
appreciated the quieter, safer streets resulting from the first UK COVID-19 lockdown, with fewer road 
accidents8 and more space for children to play and to chat with neighbours. People have adopted new 
behaviours that have reduced air pollution substantially. For many, the hectic commuter lifestyle has not 
been missed, and countless people have valued the flexibility to balance family, commitments and hobbies 
when working from home or locally9.

1 Air Quality and Social Deprivation in the UK: an environmental inequalities analysis – Final Report to Defra, June 2006.  2 In the UK.   
3 Cohen, A.J., Brauer, M., Burnett, R., Anderson, H.R., Frostad, J., Estep, K., Balakrishnan, K., Brunekreef, B., Dandona, L., Dandona, R. and Feigin,  
V., 2017. Estimates and 25-year trends of the global burden of disease attributable to ambient air pollution: an analysis of data from the  
Global Burden of Diseases Study 2015. The Lancet, 389(10082), pp.1907-1918. https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-
6736(17)30505-6/fulltext  4 CBI Economics, Breathing life into the UK economy, 2020 https://www.cbi.org.uk/media/5539/2020-09-cbi-economics-caf-
report.pdf  5 Global Action Plan, Build Back Cleaner Air: COVID-19 & Air Pollution, 2020  https://www.globalactionplan.org.uk/clean-air/
build-back-cleaner-air  6 Ibid. 5.  7 Department for Transport, Public Opinion Survey on Traffic and Road Use 2020 https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/934617/DfT-Public-Opinion-Survey-on-Traffic-and-Road-Use-Phase-1-Report.pdf   
8 Department for Transport, Reported road casualties in Great Britain: provisional estimates year ending June 2020, 2021 https://assets.publishing.
service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/956524/road-casualties-year-ending-june-2020.pdf 9 Ibid. 5.
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The Public Health Act – Contained a section on smoke abatement

Clean Air Act 1956 – In the wake of the Great Smog of 1952, the Act introduced 
‘smoke control areas’, controlled chimney heights and prohibited ‘dark’ smoke

National Survey – The world’s first co-ordinated national air pollution  
monitoring network was established in the UK

Convention on Long-Range Transboundary Air Pollution (LRTAP), the first 
multilateral agreement addressing transboundary air pollution aimed at  
reducing the effects of acid rain 

The Air Quality Standards Regulations – Limit and guide values for a range  
of pollutants were set by the European Commission and brought into UK law

Environmental Protection Act – The Act gave local authorities power over  
some air pollutants for the first time and set national controls for the most 
polluting industries

Environment Act – The Act required publication of a national air quality  
strategy, which set air quality targets for the most harmful pollutants

The National Air Quality Strategy – Central government made commitments  
to achieve new air quality objectives throughout the UK by 2005. This was 
revised and updated in 2000 and 2007. 

Gothenburg protocol sets national emission ceilings for four pollutants,  
sulphur, nitrogen oxides, ammonia and volatile organic compounds 

EU Air Quality Directive 2008/50/EC – The Directive set legal limits for  
allowable pollutant concentrations over short periods and an annual average

London Plan’s Air Quality Planning Guidance – All major developments  
in London must be assessed against emissions benchmarks for buildings  
and transport

UK government loses legal challenge from environmental charity  
ClientEarth for breaching legal NO2 levels. Ministers ordered to devise  
a plan to reduce pollution

ClientEarth wins a second case against the government’s “inadequate”  
plans and progress in addressing illegal levels of pollution

Government announces Clean Air Zones (CAZs)/Low Emission Zones (LEZs)  
in five cities, to be introduced by 2020 

First Clean Air Day – The UK’s largest public air pollution campaign  
gets underway 

National Planning Policy Framework revised to instruct council planners  
to consider the air quality impact of new developments

DEFRA Clean Air Strategy – This strategy set out the actions required across  
all parts of government and society to improve air quality

Ultra Low Emission Zone introduced in London – A fee charged to the  
most-polluting vehicles in Central London is introduced

COVID-19 lockdown – Restrictions led road traffic to drop to 1970 levels, with  
a fall in NO2 levels of 20%-30%. Local governments were given emergency 
planning measures to increase street space for pedestrians and cyclists.

UK government announces 10-point plan for a green revolution – The plan 
includes schemes for cycling and walking, and increasing the sustainability of 
public transport, power generation and buildings, as well as phasing out of the 
internal combustion engine. The government also announces it will issue green 
government bonds from 2021.

Air pollution recognised as a contributing cause of the death of Ella  
Kissi-Debrah – This is the first-time air pollution is listed as a cause of death  
on a death certificate

Clean air: How we got here
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Introduction

SOURCES OF EMISSIONS 
The air pollutants that cause most health issues in the UK  
are particulate matter and nitrogen oxides.

– Particulate matter (PM): tiny bits of solid and liquid 
material that are generally invisible to the naked eye.  
The size and the composition of the PM is important.  
Very small particles less than 2.5 micrometres in size 
(PM2.5) pose the greatest problem. Particulate matter  
can be inhaled and can lodge deep into the lungs or  
enter the bloodstream.

– Nitrogen oxides (NOx): a group of gases that are  
formed during the combustion of fossil fuels. The  
dominant two gases are nitric oxide (NO) which reacts  
in the atmosphere to form nitrogen dioxide (NO2)  
which is harmful to human health10. 

There are other important pollutants, including ozone  
(O3) which affect human health and ecosystems in the UK.  
O3 is formed in the atmosphere from NOx and volatile  
organic compounds.

10 Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs, National Statistics Emissions of air pollutants in the UK 1970 to 2019 – Nitrogen oxices (NOx), 2021 https://www.gov.uk/
government/publications/emissions-of-air-pollutants/annual-emissions-of-nitrogen-oxides-in-the-uk-1970-2018  11 Public Health England, Health matters: air pollution, 2018 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-matters-air-pollution/health-matters-air-pollution  12 Yang, B.Y., Qian, Z., Howard, S.W., Vaughn, M.G., Fan, S.J., Liu, K.K.  
and Dong, G.H., 2018. Global association between ambient air pollution and blood pressure: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Environmental pollution, 235, pp.576-588. 
Global association between ambient air pollution and blood pressure: A systematic review and meta-analysis, 2018  13 Doiron, D., de Hoogh, K., Probst-Hensch, N., Fortier, I.,  
Cai, Y., De Matteis, S. and Hansell, A.L., 2019. Air pollution, lung function and COPD: results from the population-based UK Biobank study. European Respiratory Journal, 54(1). 
https://erj.ersjournals.com/content/54/1/1802140#  14 Committee on the Medical Effects of Air Pollutants (COMEAP), Long-term exposure to air pollution: effect on mortality, 
2009 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/comeap-long-term-exposure-to-air-pollution-effect-on-mortality  15 Royal College of Physicians, every breath we take: the l 
ife long impact of air pollution, 2016  16 Global Action Plan, Prediction of changes in working memory and associated changes in educational attainment in Greater Manchester 
primary schools following changes in air quality, 2020 https://www.globalactionplan.org.uk/files/prediction_of_changes_in_working_memory_prof_martie_van_tongeren_et_
al.pdf  17 Ibid. 12  18 Committee on the Medical Effects of Air Pollutants (COMEAP), Associations of long-term average concentrations of nitrogen dioxide with mortality, 2018

Short-term exposure to 
NO2 can cause inflamma�on 
of the airways and 
increase suscep�bility to 
respiratory infec�ons17.  

THE IMPACT OF AIR 
POLLUTION ON 
HUMAN HEALTH  
Air pollutants can move from the lungs 
into the bloodstream. No organ is immune 
to damage by air pollu�on.

Exposure to levels of air pollu�on that 
we can experience in the UK can cause 
a range of health impacts. These include 
damaging lung func�on, triggering 
asthma, increasing blood pressure, 
and increasing lung and heart-
related hospital admissions 
and deaths11-12. 

Long-term exposure to air 
pollu�on can cause chronic 
heart and lung condi�ons 
such as coronary heart disease 
and COPD as well as lung 
cancer, leading to reduced 
life expectancy13-14-15.

Air pollu�on is es�mated to 
contribute towards 28,000 
to 36,000 deaths each year18.  

Air pollu�on has also been found to 
significantly impinge children’s ability 
to learn, affec�ng how children’s 
working memory develops16. 

LEGAL RESTRICTIONS ON AIR POLLUTION
There are emission reduction targets around PM, NOx and 
other priority pollutants, including ammonia and sulphur 
dioxide, which are listed by the UK air quality objectives  
for the protection of human health. Transport-related  
air pollutants (PM and NOx) are the most commonly 
exceeded pollutants in UK cities. 

The legal controls on air pollution function by setting a limit  
to the amount of pollution that can be measured in any given 
location over a period of time. The legal limits set include caps on 
pollutant concentrations measured over a very short (one hour), 
medium (one day) or long (one year) period; the duration being 
determined by the way that certain pollutants damage our health. 
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“Air pollution  
is the greatest  
environmental 
threat to health. 

 We need our  
response to air  
pollution to clearly 
reflect this, to  
be immediate,  
and to deliver 
health benefits  
in the shortest  
time possible  
to ensure that  
no one has to  
continue to suffer  
the devastating  
consequences of 
breathing toxic,  
polluted air.�
Professor Sir Stephen Holgate,  
MRC Clinical Professor of  
Immunopharmacology, UKRI  
Clean Air Champion and Special  
Advisor to the RCP on Air Quality
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Five ways local authorities  
are best tackling air pollution 

Local authorities are tackling air pollution in different ways.  
Here we present five methods different authorities have adopted, 
outlining why and how they have taken these approaches. 

UK Centre for Ecology & Hydrology (UKCEH) fellow, Professor David Fowler says: 
“These five measures are all aimed at either reducing emissions (primarily) in  
urban areas and reducing human exposure to pollutants. This can be achieved in 
three ways: reducing transport related emissions, increasing the separation between 
people and the pollutants and protecting the vulnerable – ideally all three. These  
five things are the most impactful things that Local Authorities can influence. 

“Looking at regulation we expect to see continual improvements over air quality over  
the next 10-20 years. Within these approaches, there is much nuance and debate,  
some of which is alluded to but is mostly outside the scope of this paper. There are 
many other things local authorities can do to improve air quality, and some things they 
can’t. For example, air pollutants transported into the cities from long-range transport 
from continental Europe; or in the case of ozone from sources of ozone precursors 
throughout the Northern Hemisphere, there are also important sources in the wider 
landscape, such as ammonia from agriculture, which require national action. This 
should not deter us from action, and we must all do what we can within our power.� 

Helping people and businesses to  
choose sustainable travel options ................................ 8
Accelerating the adoption of ultra-low  
emission vehicles ..................................................... 10
Focus on vulnerable groups ..................................... 13

Planning and construction ....................................... 16

Clean Air Zones ........................................................ 18

1

2

3

4

5
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Helping people and  
businesses to choose  
sustainable travel options

THE CHANGE WE NEED TO SEE
In 2019, 84% of all passenger kilometres travelled were by cars, vans and taxis19. 
Enabling people to travel by other means, and reducing the need to travel, are vital  
if the government and local authorities are to effectively limit air pollution and carbon 
emissions to acceptable levels20. 

Local authorities have a key role in helping to making it easier and more attractive to 
travel by public transport, active travel or in shared vehicles. 

Within urban areas, two fifths of all journeys are under two miles21, making active travel 
a feasible option for millions of people. The rise of car-sharing services, electric bicycles 
and e-scooters is making sustainable travel even more accessible. Research during 
lockdown found almost a quarter of people would like to drive less and a third would  
like to walk and cycle more22. 

“Half of all urban journeys must be  
 cycled or walked within 10 years.�
Secretary of State for Transport, Grant Shapps

OTHER BENEFITS OF SUSTAINABLE TRAVEL 
There are numerous benefits of increasing sustainable travel beyond the reduction  
in pollution:

– Helps reduce the UK’s carbon emissions: currently transport is the single biggest 
emitter of any sector, with road transport making up the majority of this23. 

– Less congestion in town and city centres: as well as being the biggest cause of roadside 
pollution24, congestion is estimated to cost the UK economy £6.9 billion a year25.    

– Health benefits for adults: more active lifestyles are associated with a 30% risk reduction 
to heart health, diabetes and cancers, and also has benefits for mental health26, 27, 28. 

– Increased consumer spending: In London, newly pedestrianised streets have increased 
business trade by up to 30%29. While car users might spend more than pedestrians  
on a single shopping trip, walkers and bus users spend more over a week or a month30. 

1

19 Department for Transport, Transport Statistic Great Britain 2020, 2020 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/945829/tsgb-2020.pdf  20 UK Government, PM kickstarts 
£2bn cycling and walking revolution, 2020 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/pm-kickstarts-2bn-cycling-and-
walking-revolution  21 https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-travel-survey-statistics  22 AA, “Life After 
Lockdown” April 2020. Available from: https://www.theaa.com/about-us/newsroom/motoring-news/life-after-
lockdown.  23 Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs (DEFRA), 2019, UK plan for tackling roadside nitrogen 
dioxide concentrations, 2017 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/633270/air-quality-plan-detail.pdf  24 Ibid. 22  25 INRIX Global traffic scorecard: congestion cost UK 
economy £6.9 billion in 2019, 2020 https://inrix.com/press-releases/2019-traffic-scorecard-uk/  26 Foley, L., Dumuid, D., 
Atkin, A.J., Olds, T. and Ogilvie, D., 2018. Patterns of health behaviour associated with active travel: a compositional data 
analysis. international journal of behavioral nutrition and physical activity, 15(1), pp.1-12. https://ijbnpa.biomedcentral.
com/articles/10.1186/s12966-018-0662-8#:~:text=Active%20travel%2C%20or%20its%20constituent,wellbeing%20
%5B6%5D%20in%20adults. 27 Saunders, L.E., Green, J.M., Petticrew, M.P., Steinbach, R. and Roberts, H., Appendix 8 
Systematic review of health benefits of active travel (extract). https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK263971/  28 

Public Health England, working together to promote active travel, a briefing for local authorities, 2016 https://assets.
publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/523460/Working_Together_to_
Promote_Active_Travel_A_briefing_for_local_authorities.pdf  29 Transport for London, Travel in London, 2020 http://
content.tfl.gov.uk/travel-in-london-report-13.pdf  30 London Councils, Review of the relevance of parking to the success 
of urban centres, 2012 https://www.londoncouncils.gov.uk/services/parking-services/parking-and-traffic/parking-
information-professionals/review-relevance
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– Financial benefits for individuals and the public purse: For example, cycling and 
walking are much cheaper options than car travel for local trips, and the Department 
for Transport reports that active-travel schemes have a cost benefit ratio greater than 
4:1, which is considered “very high value”31. 

– Greater community cohesion: People who live on streets with less traffic have  
twice as many acquaintances and five times as many friends as those on roads with 
more through traffic, according to research. In other words, road traffic cuts people 
off from their communities32. 

“More walking and cycling  
   not only improves population  
   health, but has many other  
   societal benefits, supporting  
   local shopping for instance.�

Professor of Transport and Director of Westminster University’s Active Travel  
Academy, Rachel Aldred.

HOW LOCAL AUTHORITIES ARE DELIVERING THIS EFFECTIVELY 
– Making more space for pedestrians and cyclists, creating safe, attractive, and 

enjoyable local environments33, and improving walkability. The emergency transport 
measures introduced during the pandemic have made this easier and more 
affordable to implement34. 

– Supporting active travel by offering cycle training and maintenance sessions to 
businesses, families and individuals, supporting cycle to work schemes, introducing 
cycle hire schemes, trialling electric bikes and scooters, and providing suitable 
infrastructure such as segregated cycle lanes to improve safety.

– Eliminating unnecessary van journeys by establishing last mile delivery hubs and 
encouraging cargo bike delivery businesses.

– Encouraging car sharing through workplace travel plans, targeted at daily commutes. 

– Public transport is a priority in urban areas to support modal shift and reduce 
congestion. New technology, from real-time transit data to smart ticketing can  
help bolster and benefit services, making them fit for the twenty-first century35.  

– Personalised travel planning provides detailed advice and the necessary information 
to support households and businesses to adopt sustainable travel methods. 

31 UK Government, The economic benefits of walking and cycling, 2014 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/
economic-case-for-active-travel-the-health-benefits  32 Hart, J. and Parkhurst, G., 2011. Driven to excess: Impacts of 
motor vehicles on the quality of life of residents of three streets in Bristol UK. World Transport Policy & Practice, 17(2). 
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/323897729.pdf  33 Living Streets, Community street audits, 2021 https://www.
livingstreets.org.uk/products-and-services/projects/community-street-audits  34 UK Government, Reallocating road 
space in response to COVID-19: statutory guidance for local authorities, 2020 https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/reallocating-road-space-in-response-to-covid-19-statutory-guidance-for-local-authorities  35 Government 
Office for Science, A time of unprecedented change in the transport system, 2019 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.
uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/780868/future_of_mobility_final.pdf 
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Accelerating the adoption of 
ultra-low emission vehicles 

THE CHANGE WE NEED TO SEE
Alongside reducing number of journeys, it is essential to minimise combustion emissions of motor vehicles 
for both climate and clean air reasons. The government’s Road to Zero strategy36 has adopted a policy that 
no new petrol or diesel cars will be sold beyond 2030. 

Electrification of road transport is a key solution. The trend for ‘fully electric’ vehicles (EV) and plug-in hybrid 
electric vehicle (PHEV) ownership is steadily increasing. In September 2020, EVs and PHEVs accounted for 10% of 
all new car registrations37, with petrol and diesel vehicle registrations decreasing by 8% and 31% respectively38. 

Hydrogen is another zero-emission solution being trialled for large, long-haul heavy goods vehicles, where more 
power and range are required. Hydrogen can serve as an alternative fuel for internal combustion engines, such  
as the hydrogen-powered refuse lorries in Glasgow39, or play a role in charging EVs through hydrogen fuel cells. 

OTHER BENEFITS OF PURSUING A LOW EMISSION APPROACH  
– Helps to reduce the UK’s carbon emissions: replacing all cars in the UK with electric alternatives would 

reduce the UK’s CO2 emissions by 12%40. 

– Financial benefits: EVs are cheaper to run than conventional vehicles and can cost from 2p a mile which 
equates to fuel savings of £1,000 a year41. Local authorities are already finding that whole-life costs of 
electric vehicles are cheaper than diesel or petrol for certain uses. 

– Health benefits: a study looking at the brain activity of cab drivers found that driving EVs made them 
happier, calmer and more focused compared to when driving diesel42. 

HOW LOCAL AUTHORITIES ARE DELIVERING THIS EFFECTIVELY 
– Adopt a low emissions strategy that incorporates transport and planning (see page 16). Low emissions 

strategies are not mandatory but are an effective, integrated way of tackling both climate change and air quality. 

– Leading by example by electrifying their fleets and testing alternative  technologies such as hydrogen vehicles. 

– Encouraging uptake of EVs through trial schemes, such as Highways England’s try before you buy 
scheme43, emissions-based parking incentives, and offering a salary sacrifice scheme to employees in  
the same way that the cycle to work scheme operates44. Electric vehicle adoption can be mandated for 
private car hire and taxis through licensing.

– Getting the infrastructure in place by providing EV charging points in car parks and on streets. A minimum 
percentage of parking spaces with charging points can be mandated in new developments. 

– Introducing low emission zones or congestion charging based on vehicle type to discourage the most 
polluting vehicles from entering designated areas.

2

AVAILABLE SUPPORT FOR LOCAL AUTHORITIES AND BUSINESSES  
LOOKING TO SWITCH TO EVS
Funding is available via the Energy Savings Trust (EST) to support individuals, businesses, and local 
government in switching to electric45. The EST also offers fleet support for local authorities who are 
considering converting to electric46. 

36 HM Government the Road to Zero, 2018 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/739460/
road-to-zero.pdf  37 Next Green Car, Electric market statistics, 2021 https://www.nextgreencar.com/electric-cars/statistics/  38 Department for Transport, 
Vehicle licensing statistics 2020 Quarter 3, 2020 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/942420/vehicle-licensing-statistics-july-to-september-2020.pdf  39 Glasgow Chamber of Commerce, Glasgow gets world’s largest fleet of 
hydrogen-powered refuse truck, 2020 https://www.glasgowchamberofcommerce.com/news/news/2020/october/01/glasgow-gets-world-s-largest-
fleet-of-hydrogen-powered-refuse-trucks/  40 Air quality news, if all electric cars were electric …., 2020https://airqualitynews.com/2020/06/02/
if-all-cars-were-electric-uk-carbon-emissions-would-drop-by-12/#:~:text=We%20found%20that%20if%20the,to%20net%2Dzero%20by%202050.   
41 Pod point, the benefits of electric cars, 2021 https://pod-point.com/guides/driver/benefits-of-electric-cars  42 LEVC, Electric vehicles reduce stress 
behind the wheel, 2018 https://www.levc.com/corporate/news/ev_reduce_stress/  43 UK Government, Leading the charge on world EV day! 2020 
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/leading-the-charge-on-world-ev-day  44 RAC Foundation Going Green: How local authorities can encourage the 
take-up of lower-carbon vehicles 2011 https://www.racfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/61442_racf_lcv-and-la-powers-author-buchanan_
aw.2_web.pdf  45 https://energysavingtrust.org.uk/travel/financial-support/grants-and-loans/  46 https://energysavingtrust.org.uk/service/fleet-support/ 
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CASE  
STUDY

CONSIDERATION OF THE ‘WHOLE-LIFE COST’ OF VEHICLES WAS  
THE KEY TO UNLOCKING EV FLEETS FOR LEEDS CITY COUNCIL   
Leeds is at the forefront of the electric revolution. There are more than 12,100 ultra-low 
emission vehicles registered in Leeds and the council has more EVs in its fleet than any other 
local authority. 

LEADING BY EXAMPLE 

One of the key early steps in turning their fleet electric came from changes to the procurement 
process. By considering the whole-life cost of the vehicle, alternative fuel vehicles became the 
default option.

Andy Hickford, Sustainable Energy and Air Quality Project Manager at Leeds City Council says: 
“The procurement work was fundamental because we changed the way in which budgets were 
managed and put electric vehicles as the default when thinking about purchase decisions. As 
well as the environmental benefit, we were able to demonstrate that EVs work operationally 
and provided whole life cost savings. There are other unexpected benefits too, such as the  
fact that electric vehicles are quieter and are better for certain services that operate at night.”

ENCOURAGING UPTAKE 

Through partnerships, Leeds City Council is able to offer electric vehicle trial schemes to 
businesses including private hire car and van use, with e-bikes also available for the public.  
“The trial scheme is one of the most effective ways to get people to buy into the EV concept. If 
you put someone behind the wheel of an EV, 95 times out of 100, they like it,” says Hickford. 
Privately owned EVs can also be parked free of charge in any council car park with a permit 
available free of charge to Leeds residents.

Leeds has provided a range of measures that have supported taxi and private hire drivers to 
make the switch to ultra-low and zero emission vehicles. Half of the vehicles licensed in Leeds 
are petrol hybrid or cleaner. 

GETTING INFRASTRUCTURE IN PLACE 
Utilising their own sites (such as leisure centres, community hubs and district parking) Leeds 
have worked to deliver public charging points with operators. This has made the EV network 
more commercially viable and appealing to investment from commercial operators by not 
distorting the market. The introduction of planning policies for new developments which 
require the installation of charging points has also helped. 

“Our role as a local authority is about facilitating  
and supporting electric growth. By encouraging  
uptake [of EVs] we can stimulate demand for electric 
infrastructure which is best delivered commercially  
and at scale with national operators�
Andy Hickford, Leeds City Council



CASE  
STUDY

YORK, WHERE SUSTAINABLE TRAVEL  
AND LOW EMISSIONS MEET   
Like many other local authorities, York’s approach to air  
quality historically focused on active travel. However, this 
alone was not achieving the desired reduction in emissions. 

It was only with the introduction of an ambitious electric 
vehicle programme that York began to see big improvements  
in air quality. York is now leading the way nationally with  
the largest zero emissions park-and-ride fleet. They have 
encouraged 144 taxis to change to a low-emission alternative 
and have introduced a Clean Air Zone for buses. They are  
also supporting residents and businesses with sustainable 
travel planning and plan to further roll out an e-scooter trial 
scheme with provider TIER.

Liz Bates, Principal Environmental Protection Officer (Air 
Quality) at City of York Council says: “in York delivery of 
sustainable transport measures sits within the local transport 
plan. The air quality action plan has been built on top of that. 
We’ve got the transport team really focussed on active travel 
and sustainable transport which has left the air quality team  
to focus on the low emission side.” 

Liz is now working with the Low Emission Partnership and the 
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) 
to create an Air Quality Hub; a national online network for 
local authority officers to share experiences and record the 
measures taken in their area. “Sometimes as an air quality 
officer, it is difficult to know what works, or how best to  
do something or know who to talk to. That is why we have 
created the hub. It’s about handing experience over to the 
next generation and being able to find help and advice when 
you need it.”

The Air Quality Hub launched in November 2020 for local 
authority officers47. 

12

47 Local authority officers can sign up to join the hub at https://www.airqualityhub.co.uk/
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Focus on  
vulnerable groups 

THE CHANGE WE NEED TO SEE
Air pollution detrimentally affects human health at all stages of life. As Professor Sir Stephen Holgate says, “air pollution affects 
everyone, but its effects are felt unevenly.”

Most affected by air pollution are the young, the elderly, pregnant mothers, those with heart and lung conditions, and those living 
in areas of higher air pollution (which correlate with lower affluence and higher ethnic diversity). Eliminating air pollution at 
source would go a long way to reduce this burden of inequality. To reach this point, and to provide protection for vulnerable 
groups until we get there, local authorities are taking these actions: 

– PREVENT: Stopping pollution being created in locations where vulnerable people are located can help, including traffic 
restrictions outside schools and hospitals48.  

– MITIGATE: Redesigning spaces, traffic-calming measures and the introduction of barriers and green screens  
to separate people from pollution49. It is not possible to protect an entire neighbourhood from all pollution,  
but in sensitive locations (such as a playground), pollution from a busy road can be reduced using green barriers50. 

– AVOIDANCE: Providing vulnerable individuals with high pollution alerts and tailored health advice during periods of poor air 
quality can enable people to take personal avoidance measures. There are many apps to help people plan low-pollution journeys. 
For outdoor workers, Canairy is a mobile app that aims to measure levels of exposure throughout the day in real time. In extreme 
high pollution situations – around 10 days a year in the UK – vulnerable groups may be advised not to exercise outdoors. 

Most pollution-abatement policies target the population as a whole and therefore benefit vulnerable groups to varying extents. Dr Ben 
Barratt of Imperial College says: “we need to widen our horizons and take a more individualised approach to protecting human health, 
prioritising those who need it most, empowering affected communities with real choice and facilitating accessible lasting change.”

There are two key factors determining what makes people more vulnerable to the impacts of pollution51:  

– SOCIAL VULNERABILITY which is determined by individual sensitivity (age and health status) and social dimensions 
(economic status and financial means to reduce exposure). Children and older adults are particularly vulnerable, as are people 
with pre-existing health conditions. People living on low incomes (disproportionately, women and individuals who are Black 
Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) backgrounds) are more likely to be exposed to high levels of air pollution. 

– LEVEL OF EXPOSURE in home and work environments, which are affected by proximity to busy roads or industry,  
as well local infrastructure, behaviour, and cultural practices52.

3

48 National Institute for Heath and Care Excellence (NICE), ‘No idling' zones can help to protect vulnerable people from air pollution, 2017 http://indepth.nice.org.uk/no-idle-zones-can-
help-protect-vulnerable-people-from-air-pollution-says-nice/index.html  49 Kumar, P., Druckman, A., Gallagher, J., Gatersleben, B., Allison, S., Eisenman, T.S., Hoang, U., Hama, S., Tiwari, 
A., Sharma, A. and Abhijith, K.V., 2019. The nexus between air pollution, green infrastructure and human health. Environment international, 133, p.105181.  https://www.sciencedirect.
com/science/article/pii/S0160412019319683  50 Air Quality Expert Group, Impacts of vegetation on urban air pollution, 2018 https://uk-air.defra.gov.uk/assets/documents/reports/
cat09/1807251306_180509_Effects_of_vegetation_on_urban_air_pollution_v12_final.pdf  51 Environmental justice, environmental hazards and the vulnerable in European society, 
Briefing on a new European Environment Agency (EEA) report: Unequal exposure and unequal impacts: social vulnerability to air pollution, noise and extreme temperatures in Europe, 
2019 https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/unequal-exposure-and-unequal-impacts  52 Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs (DEFRA), Air Quality and Social Deprivation 
in the UK: an environmental inequalities analysis, 2006. https://uk-air.defra.gov.uk/assets/documents/reports/cat09/0701110944_AQinequalitiesFNL_AEAT_0506.pdf 

Consider policy interven�ons 
and technological abatement 
(dust abatement, emission ceilings, 
emission concentra�on limits)

Reduce demand for more 
pollu�ng forms of transport 
and use cleaner vehicles

Redesign spaces to introduce barriers
and separate people from pollu�on

Try to take less polluted routes and 
reduce �me spent in polluted places

Take steps to reduce our personal
contribu�ons to pollu�on at home
and on the move

Redesign spaces to reduce 
pollu�ng ac�vi�es and encourage 
ac�ve transport

Try to keep sources of pollu�on
away from people

Displace pollutant emissions 
outsidehot spots and populated 
areas to reduce popula�on 
exposure

PREVENT

MITIGATE

AVOID

Source: Public Health England Review of interven�ons to improve outdoor air quality and public health: Principal interven�ons for local authori�es, 2020 h�ps://assets.-
publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/a�achment_data/file/937341/Principal_interven�ons_for_local_authori�es-air_quality_public_health.pdf 

Illustrated air pollution hierarchy
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HOW CERTAIN GROUPS ARE MORE  
VULNERABLE TO AIR POLLUTION

– Before we are born air pollution already begins to affect us. 
Particle pollution has been found in the placenta53 and has 
been linked with low birth weight, premature birth54 and 
pregnancy loss55. A mother’s exposure to air pollution during 
pregnancy can affect foetal lung function development56.  

– Children are vulnerable to pollution because they breathe 
more rapidly than adults, absorb more pollution, and their 
organs and immune systems are still in development. Their 
smaller lungs, airways, and proximity to car exhausts57 mean 
that the effects of pollution are felt more acutely. Pollution  
also affects neurodevelopment and cognitive ability in  
children, meaning that those educated in higher pollution 
neighbourhoods face additional hurdles to academic success58. 

Lowering air pollution levels by 20% in any large polluted UK city 
could increase the development of a child’s working memory  
by up to four weeks per year – a vital cognitive component for 
learning59. Without such progress on air pollution, the average 
child’s working memory would be under-developed by six 
months by the time that they reach secondary school.

– Older adults are more vulnerable to air pollution as this group 
is more likely to have long-term health conditions such as high 
blood pressure, diabetes and heart disease. These conditions 
increase the risk of hospitalisation when there are high levels 
of particulate matter in the air60. Air pollution is also linked to 
cognitive decline and dementia risk61. 

53 Bové, H., Bongaerts, E., Slenders, E., Bijnens, E.M., Saenen, N.D., Gyselaers, W., Van 
Eyken, P., Plusquin, M., Roeffaers, M.B., Ameloot, M. and Nawrot, T.S., 2019. Ambient 
black carbon particles reach the fetal side of human placenta. Nature communications, 
10(1), pp.1-7. https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-019-11654-3  54 Stieb, D.M., 
Chen, L., Eshoul, M. and Judek, S., 2012. Ambient air pollution, birth weight and 
preterm birth: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Environmental research, 117, 
pp.100-111.  https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/
S0013935112001764  55 Xue, T., Zhu, T., Geng, G. and Zhang, Q., 2019. Association 
between pregnancy loss and ambient PM2· 5 using survey data in Africa: a longitudinal 
case-control study, 1998–2016. The Lancet Planetary Health, 3(5), pp.e219-ee225.  
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(19)30047-6/fulltext  
56 Latzin, P., Röösli, M., Huss, A., Kuehni, C.E. and Frey, U., 2009. Air pollution during 
pregnancy and lung function in newborns: a birth cohort study. European Respiratory 
Journal, 33(3), pp.594-603. https://erj.ersjournals.com/content/33/3/594  57 World 
Health Organisation (WHO) https://www.who.int/news/item/29-10-2018-more-than-
90-of-the-worlds-children-breathe-toxic-air-every-day#:~:text=Air%20pollution%20
also%20impacts%20neurodevelopment,cardiovascular%20disease%20later%20in%20
life.  58 Sunyer, J., 2008. The neurological effects of air pollution in children. https://erj.
ersjournals.com/content/32/3/535  59 Ibid. 18  60 Guys and St Thomas’ Charity The 
Health effects of air pollution, 2020 https://gsttcharity-uk.shorthandstories.com/
airpollutionandthehealthofolderpeople/index.html  61 Paul, K.C., Haan, M., Mayeda, 
E.R. and Ritz, B.R., 2019. Ambient air pollution, noise, and late-life cognitive decline 
and dementia risk. Annual review of public health, 40, pp.203-220. https://www.ncbi.
nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6544148/ 

“The risk to health of 
poor air quality and  
its impacts is being  
disproportionally  
suffered by vulnerable 
groups, such as  
children, the elderly  
and those with  
underlying health  
problems. This risk  
is heightened by  
the impact of poor-
quality housing and 
other unavoidable  
socio-economic  
vulnerabilities.  
Despite this crisis,  
the majority of clean  
air policies are based  
on geographical  
distribution of  
outdoor air quality, 
without considering  
human behaviours  
or susceptibility.�
Dr Benjamin Barratt,  
Faculty of Medicine,  
School of Public Health,  
Imperial College London
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CASE  
STUDY

HOW LOCAL AUTHORITIES ARE PROTECTING 
VULNERABLE GROUPS EFFECTIVELY
School Streets are timed road closures used to restrict road 
traffic outside schools during school drop-off and pick-up 
times. 22% of all car journeys are related to the school run62 
which creates congestion and pollution at the school gates. 

Cabinet Member for Energy, Waste, Transport & Public Realm, 
London Borough of Hackney, Cllr Mete Coban, says: “School 
Streets reduce congestion and pollution at the school gates, 
create environments that are safer for everyone, and support 
our children to walk and cycle to school. Data from our pilot 
schemes has shown that total vehicle emissions of oxides of 
nitrogen (NOx), PM10, and PM2.5 dropped by 74% following the 
implementation of a School Street. We'd wholeheartedly 
encourage other local authorities to consider implementing 
School Streets because they help to reduce pollution, improve 
health, and create environments that are better for children 
and the local community.” 

– Between 2017 and 2019, Hackney Council piloted five 
School Streets all of which have since been made 
permanent. They then implemented a further four  
School Streets between spring 2019 and spring 2020.

– In spring 2020 Hackney were granted TfL Streetspace 
funding to implement School Streets at an additional  
40 schools by September 2020.

– An independent review of School Streets found that as  
well as increasing active travel, the number of motor 
vehicles in surrounding streets also reduced. 

– Hackney Council’s toolkit helps other local authorities to 
introduce School Streets. There are almost 400 in London alone. 

62 Edinburgh Napier University, Edinburgh Napier and Sustrans team up for project funded  
by Road Safety Trust, 2020 https://www.napier.ac.uk/about-us/news/school-street-closures 

“We encourage other local authorities  
to consider implementing School 
Streets in order to reduce pollution,  
improve health, and create  
environments that are better for  
children and the local community.�
Cllr Mete Coban, Cabinet Member for Energy, Waste,  
Transport & Public Realm in London Borough of Hackney
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Planning  
and construction

THE CHANGE WE NEED TO SEE
Good land-use planning can reduce the need for car travel altogether63. This is best 
exemplified through the concept of the 15-minute city. Transport-related planning 
interventions are the most immediate and effective way to reduce pollution levels64  
but there are other tools available to local authorities to reduce non-traffic pollution  
and people’s exposure. 

OTHER BENEFITS OF A FOCUS ON PLANNING  
AND CONSTRUCTION TO REDUCE TRAFFIC
– The height and concentration of buildings can negatively impact the dispersion  

rates of pollutants, while open and green spaces have the opposite effect and can  
aid dispersion rates65.  

– Green infrastructure can help alleviate the formation of summer smog and urban 
heat islands66 and reduce the negative impacts of flooding.

– Green infrastructure promotes health and wellbeing, improves public health 
outcomes and health inequalities67.

“One impact of COVID-19 has been the growing 
popularity of the ’20-minute city’ ideal, big  
changes in how we live, work and travel are  
likely, and now is the time for decision-makers  
to lead these trends rather than react to them.�
Professor of Transport and Director of Westminster University’s Active Travel  
Academy, Rachel Aldred

4

63 Friends of the Earth, Planning for less car use, 2019, https://policy.friendsoftheearth.uk/insight/planning-less-car-use  
64 Public Health England, Review of interventions to improve outdoor air quality and public health: Principal 
interventions for local authorities, 2020. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/937341/Principal_interventions_for_local_authorities-air_quality_public_health.pdf  65 Ku, C.A., 
2020. Exploring the Spatial and Temporal Relationship between Air Quality and Urban Land-Use Patterns Based on an 
Integrated Method. Sustainability, 12(7), p.2964. https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/12/7/2964  66 Gorsevski, V., Taha, 
H., Quattrochi, D. and Luvall, J., 1998. Air pollution prevention through urban heat island mitigation: An update on the 
Urban Heat Island Pilot Project. Proceedings of the ACEEE Summer Study, Asilomar, CA, 9, pp.23-32.  https://www.
researchgate.net/publication/237338072_Air_Pollution_Prevention_Through_Urban_Heat_Island_Mitigation_An_
Update_on_the_Urban_Heat_Island_Pilot_Project  67 Ibid. 50  68 Ibid. 5  

15-MINUTE CITIES
A thriving idea, the 15-minute city sees all essential urban services (schools, 
education, healthcare, entertainment, workplaces, places of worship, etc) 
located within a 15-minute walking distance from people’s homes. With the 
trend towards working from home – which most workers want to retain to  
some degree post-lockdown68 – the 15-minute city has attracted renewed 
interest from urban planners.

Above all else, the 15-minute city (sometimes extended to a 20-minute  
walking radius) reduces the need for car journeys and makes walking and  
cycling the most attractive option. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/937341/Principal_interventions_for_local_authorities-air_quality_public_health.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/937341/Principal_interventions_for_local_authorities-air_quality_public_health.pdf
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/12/7/2964 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/237338072_Air_Pollution_Prevention_Through_Urban_Heat_Island_Mitigation_An_Update_on_the_Urban_Heat_Island_Pilot_Project 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/237338072_Air_Pollution_Prevention_Through_Urban_Heat_Island_Mitigation_An_Update_on_the_Urban_Heat_Island_Pilot_Project 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/237338072_Air_Pollution_Prevention_Through_Urban_Heat_Island_Mitigation_An_Update_on_the_Urban_Heat_Island_Pilot_Project 
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69 Ibid. 35  70 Welsh Government, Aim for 30% of the Welsh workforce to work remotely, 2020.  https://gov.wales/aim-30-welsh-workforce-work-remotely .   
71 Nottingham City Council, Workplace Parking Levy, 2021 https://www.nottinghamcity.gov.uk/wpl  72 Centre for Low Emission Construction, 2019 https://clec.
uk/#:~:text=The%20construction%20industry%20is%20estimated,within%20London%20(LAEI%202106).&text=Construction%20workers%20are%20exposed%20
to,and%20activities%20that%20produce%20pollution. 

HOW LOCAL AUTHORITIES ARE DELIVERING THIS EFFECTIVELY  
– Restricting road traffic. Low-traffic neighbourhoods (LTN) are communities where most or all car and van through-

traffic has been removed from residential streets (or ‘filtered’), with the aim of reducing car and van use in the 
wider community. This can be achieved with bollards, cameras, or one-way streets. LTNs form part of a series of 
relatively cheap and quick streetscape changes, which are being encouraged and funded by government as 
emergency measures to provide safer walking and cycling environments (safer from COVID-19 and from traffic 
injury risk).69 LTNs make walking and cycling more attractive, and journeys by car less attractive. 

– Encouraging more home working and work hubs to reduce the need for travel. While millions of people  
have enjoyed not commuting while working from home during the lockdown, many also do not have the right 
set-up to work in their home, and so a local purpose-built remote working site could eliminate the commute  
and provide an ideal working environment. The Welsh Government is exploring community-based remote  
working hubs to encourage more regular remote working in a bid to reduce pollution, ease congestion and  
improve work-life balance70. 

– Introducing parking levies on businesses. Nottingham City Council, for example, introduced a Workplace Parking 
Levy which charges employers who provide more than 11 parking spaces for their employees. The cost acts as an 
incentive for employers to manage their workplace parking provision and generate revenue that is invested into 
sustainable transport71. 

– Land use permissions. Local authorities can prohibit activities on sites that have a negative impact on air pollution. 
The London Borough of Islington recently revoked the licence of a storage and distribution company on a similar 
basis following a campaign by local school and parent group, Nocado. 

– Adopting Supplementary Planning Documents (SPD) that provide extra information and advice to developers 
about how they can make their development more acceptable in terms of a specific issue such as air quality. 
Bristol’s SPDs, for example, stipulate that any development above 10 dwellings requires an air quality assessment. 

CENTRE FOR LOW EMISSION CONSTRUCTION 
The construction industry is a significant contributor to air pollution. To help tackle this, a collaboration between 
the Greater London Authority, local authorities and the construction sector was set up. The London Low Emission 
Construction Partnership served to raise awareness of the impact of air pollution in the industry, measure the 
effectiveness and encourage the uptake of cleaner technology and provide guidance on pollution abatement72.

“Spatial planning is one area that plays a 
crucial role in determining air quality. Local 
authorities have guidance and tools available 
to them, including on greening, which can 
help reduce exposure, improve air quality 
and wellbeing, and I’d urge authorities,  
for example, to adopt Supplementary 
Planning Documents on air quality.�
Professor Prashant Kumar, founding Director of the Global Centre  
for Clean Air Research (GCARE) at the University of Surrey

https://www.nottinghamcity.gov.uk/wpl
https://clec.uk/#:~:text=The%20construction%20industry%20is%20estimated,within%20London%20(LAEI%202106).&text=Construction%20workers%20are%20exposed%20to,and%20activities%20that%20produce%20pollution
https://clec.uk/#:~:text=The%20construction%20industry%20is%20estimated,within%20London%20(LAEI%202106).&text=Construction%20workers%20are%20exposed%20to,and%20activities%20that%20produce%20pollution
https://clec.uk/#:~:text=The%20construction%20industry%20is%20estimated,within%20London%20(LAEI%202106).&text=Construction%20workers%20are%20exposed%20to,and%20activities%20that%20produce%20pollution
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Clean Air Zones 

THE CHANGE WE NEED TO SEE
Older vehicles produce a disproportionately high amount of transport-related pollutants. The problem is 
worse in towns and cities. Clean Air Zones (CAZs) are specific areas which certain vehicles are restricted  
from entering. This is achieved by prohibiting vehicles altogether or levying an entry charge for highly 
polluting vehicles to enter the zone. The overall effect of the CAZ must be to reduce pollution levels. 

In preparation for their UK Air Quality Plan for tackling nitrogen dioxide report, DEFRA investigated the 
impacts of a range of potential policy options and concluded that “establishing Clean Air Zones is the most 
effective way to bring the UK into compliance with NO2 concentration levels in the shortest possible time”73.

Subsequently, as part of its long-term strategy to improve air quality, the government has pushed for  
action on CAZs across the country, which includes: 

– Two cities outside London: Birmingham and Bath have been mandated to introduce Clean Air  
Zones, and although delayed by the COVID pandemic are scheduled to start in 2021. 

– 23 local authorities (where pollution is expected to exceed legal limits in 2021) to carry out 
feasibility assessments. 

– More than 60 local authorities considering Clean Air Zones.

OTHER BENEFITS OF CLEAN AIR ZONES
– The expansion of London’s Ultra Low Emission Zone (see next page) is anticipated to save almost  

300,000 Londoners from diseases attributable to air pollution, such as coronary heart disease, lung 
cancer and dementia. This is a reduction of around a quarter of pollution-related diseases. This is  
forecast to save London’s NHS and social care system around £5 billion over 30 years.74

– The government asserts that “Clean Air Zones improve the urban environment to support public  
health and the local economy, making cities more attractive places to live, work, do business and  
spend leisure time”.75

For more about Clean Air Zones see the Green Alliance report ‘the case for clean air zones’76 which  
provides an analysis and detailed set of recommendations for local authorities. Available here.

5

73  Ibid. 24  74 London Assembly, World’s first Ultra Low Emission Zone to save NHS billions by 2050, 2020 https://www.london.gov.uk/press-
releases/mayoral/ulez-to-save-billions-for-nhs  75 Human Health, Modelling the long-term health impacts of changing exposure to NO2 and PM2.5  
in London, 2020 https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/modelling_the_long-term_health_impacts_of_changing_exposure_to_no2_and_
pm2.5_in_london_final_250220_-4.pdf  76 Green Alliance, The case for clean air zones, 2021 https://green-alliance.org.uk/the_case_for_clean_air_
zones_project.php

“Establishing Clean Air Zones is the most effective  
way to bring the UK into compliance with NO2 
concentration levels in the shortest possible time.�
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

https://green-alliance.org.uk/the_case_for_clean_air_zones_project.php
https://www.london.gov.uk/press-releases/mayoral/ulez-to-save-billions-for-nhs
https://www.london.gov.uk/press-releases/mayoral/ulez-to-save-billions-for-nhs
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/modelling_the_long-term_health_impacts_of_changing_exposure_to_no2_and_pm2.5_in_london_final_250220_-4.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/modelling_the_long-term_health_impacts_of_changing_exposure_to_no2_and_pm2.5_in_london_final_250220_-4.pdf
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LONDON’S ULTRA-LOW EMISSION ZONE (ULEZ)

The Ultra-Low Emission Zone (ULEZ) is a 21 km2 zone that 
highly polluting vehicles must pay to enter on each day 
they are used. The cost is dependent on the amount of 
pollution the vehicle causes. 

The ULEZ was first introduced in central London in April 
2019. Since its launch, roadside NO2 has reduced by 44% 
within the ULEZ boundaries. In October 2021 the ULEZ 
will be expanded 18 times in size to the perimeter of the 
North and South Circular roads77. 

To support the transition the London Mayor launched a 
scrappage scheme for disabled Londoners, those on low 
incomes, small businesses, and charities to more easily  
switch to cleaner vehicles or greener forms of transport.

77 Ibid. 72, 73
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Tackling air pollution  
through pension power

Joshua Kendall, Head of Responsible Investment 
Research and Stewardship, Insight Investment

A local authority’s pension fund can help to 
champion air pollution reduction. Encouraging 
companies and governments where to  
invest their pension fund could help address  
major sources of environmental degradation  
and harm.

At Insight Investment, we believe pension funds can benefit from a structured approach 
to investment that reflects a scheme's financial and non-financial objectives. 

THREE STEPS CAN HELP YOUR SCHEME ADDRESS AIR POLLUTION: 

1. Develop a responsible investment policy: 
Investors will have a range of beliefs that inform how they seek to achieve their 
financial objectives. These may be reflected either in a separate responsible 
investment policy, or within a pension fund’s overall investment policy, by outlining 
specific procedures and standards regarding investments. These might include air 
pollution as a consideration.

2. Ensure transparency on relevant risks: 
Relevant data is key to ensure transparency around relevant risks and to support 
dialogue and action. A wide range of metrics on environmental factors such as air 
pollution are now more widely established, and pension managers can engage to 
ensure relevant data is disclosed for their investments.

3. Encourage your managers to have a clear process: 
An asset manager will ideally partner with a pension scheme to reflect their 
objectives and concerns in a tailored approach. Air pollution is one example of a  
focus factor that could drive investment guidelines.

Notably, the emergence and growth of the ‘green bond’ market in recent years78  

has served to offer new opportunities for investors to finance specific environmental 
projects that can have a clear, measurable impact on problems such as air pollution. 
The UK government intends to issue two inaugural green gilts of at least £15bn in 2021.

Insight’s partnership with pension funds embeds their individual objectives into 
mandates by creating tailored investment approaches to reflect a range of values.

FURTHER INFORMATION
For more information about how we seek to invest responsibly on a range of issues, 
including environmental factors, please visit our dedicated responsible investment site

https://www.insightinvestment.com/investing-responsibly

78 Insight Investment, Beware ‘Impact Washing’ as issuance tops US$1 Trillion, 2021 https://www.insightinvestment.com/
uk/insurance/our-thinking/beware-impact-washing/

https://www.insightinvestment.com/investing-responsibly/perspectives/responsible-investment-in-fixed-income/
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“A wide range 
of metrics on 
environmental 
factors such as 
air pollution are 
now more widely 
established, and 
pension managers 
can engage to 
ensure relevant  
data is disclosed for 
their investments.�
Joshua Kendall,  
Head of Responsible  
Investment Research and  
Stewardship, Insight Investment
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Remaining  
challenges

The broad roadmap for the future of emissions in the UK is clear, but there remain 
several challenges. Notwithstanding improved vehicle standards and electrification, 
how we reduce motor traffic altogether remains the principal challenge. Electric 
vehicles will significantly reduce NO2 emissions but will not reduce levels of harmful 
particulate emissions from brake and tyre wear79.

Public transport, car clubs, micro-mobility and more active travel are all important 
and provide numerous benefits to physical fitness, mental health and community 
cohesion but are lacking governmental support and public uptake. One solution may 
reside in the 15-minute city concept, reducing the need to travel by car all together. 
In this case, internet speed and access to broadband would become more important. 
Because of COVID-19, the air we breathe indoors has never been under greater 
scrutiny. Pollution in our homes receives a relatively small amount of attention  
or interest even though it is where we spend most of our time. 

Over the last year, online retail has trebled in size80, a trend that seems set to  
continue with the growth of internet shopping and home deliveries, all of which,  
for the short-to-medium term means more polluting vehicles on the road. Even 
pre-pandemic, van traffic had increased by 71% over the last twenty years as  
the online day delivery culture took hold81. 

Wood burners pose a significant health challenge to both indoor and outdoor 
environments causing 40% of PM2.5 pollution despite being used by 8% of the 
population. While there is a planned phase out for the sale of wet wood (the  
more polluting source) this does not address the trend for wood-burning stoves. 

79 Timmers, V.R. and Achten, P.A., 2016. Non-exhaust PM emissions from electric vehicles. Atmospheric Environment, 
134, pp.10-17.  https://www.researchgate.net/publication/297889793_Non-exhaust_PM_emissions_from_electric_
vehicles  80 Office for National Statistics, Internet sales as a percentage of total retail sales, 2021 https://www.ons.gov.
uk/businessindustryandtrade/retailindustry/timeseries/j4mc/drsi  81 Urban Transport Group, White van cities, 2018 
https://www.urbantransportgroup.org/system/files/general-docs/White%20Van%20Cities.pdf  
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“We have achieved a lot in improving air quality 
in the last 20 years, but there is yet a lot more 
to do to ultimately remove polluting vehicles 
from the road while significantly growing cleaner 
alternatives including much more walking and 
cycling for transforming our towns and cities. 
This requires collective actions from planners, 
citizens, authorities, and industries.�
Professor Prashant Kumar, founding Director of the Global Centre  
for Clean Air Research (GCARE) at the University of Surrey

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/297889793_Non-exhaust_PM_emissions_from_electric_vehicles 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/297889793_Non-exhaust_PM_emissions_from_electric_vehicles 
https://www.urbantransportgroup.org/system/files/general-docs/White%20Van%20Cities.pdf  
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WHERE DOES THIS LEAVE US? 
Although we have a national clean air strategy, the cross-party Environment, Food and 
Rural Affairs Committee (EFRA) wrote in early 2021 that we need much more practical 
collaboration across the public sector – and beyond – if we are to achieve healthy air 
quality for all82. The Committee cites the need for stricter, legally binding air quality  
targets that apply to all levels of government to reduce the reliance on local authorities 
and for this to be met with ‘sufficient’ funding.

“Air pollution requires more coordinated action on a 
national, regional, and local level. Even though they 
are constrained, some local authorities are trying hard 
to reduce and mitigate the negative impacts of car 
dependency, but ultimately, we need more enabling 
actions from government and better guidance to  
help local authorities at this critical time.�

Professor of Transport and Director of Westminster University’s Active Travel  
Academy, Rachel Aldred.

Global Action Plan believes local authorities have the power and capability to improve air 
quality, but that local authorities cannot do this alone. It is incumbent on all parties with 
the power to tackle pollution, to work with local authorities on this vital health, social 
justice and environmental matter. 

82 House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee, Air Quality and coronavirus: a glimpse of a different 
future or business as usual Air Quality (parliament.uk), 2021 
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https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/4643/documents/46920/default/
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Clean air:  
Where we are going

New Environment Bill (Bill 9, 2019-20) –  
An opportunity to adopt the World Health 
Organization’s (WHO) limits for pollutants

London Ultra-Low Emission Zone expands

Sales of wet wood and house coal  
will be phased out

Gas boilers  
no longer installed in new homes 

Sale of petrol and diesel cars  
ceases in the UK

100% of UK government fleet  
is ultra-low emission 

Carbon neutral –  
all vehicles are zero emission  

2021

2023

2030

2050

2021

2025

2030
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Who we are

Global Action Plan is a charity that is working for a green and thriving planet where 
people enjoy their lives within the Earth's resources. We are experts in helping people 
live more sustainable lifestyles, and do this by making connections between what is  
good for people and good for the planet. We are the people behind Clean Air Day,  
the UK's largest air pollution campaign. 

Charity registered in England and Wales number 1026148, and in Scotland number SC041260. 

Tel: 0203 817 7636  
cleanerair@globalactionplan.org.uk

Founded in 2002, Insight Investment is a specialist asset manager at the forefront of 
delivering investment solutions designed specifically to meet our clients’ evolving 
investment needs.

We recognise that UK local authority pension funds face particular challenges that 
affect funding levels, contributions and cashflows. It is therefore essential that funds 
have access to investment solutions which aim to provide stable returns, generate 
regular income and manage unrewarded risks, such as interest rates and inflation.

We are a leading provider of fixed income and risk management solutions that aim to 
meet the diverse needs of the LGPS. Our investment platform covers a broad range of 
strategies designed to meet these needs across the risk/return spectrum and has been 
built to provide flexibility: an essential tool in providing tailored client solutions. We 
provide liability risk management solutions that can help local authorities to manage 
interest rate and inflation risks, and offer a range of other capabilities including equity 
protection strategies and currency risk management.

Insight is a founding signatory to the UN-supported Principles for Responsible Investment 
(PRI). In 2020, we were awarded A+ ratings by the PRI for strategy and governance,  
and for the integration of responsible investment-related issues across all relevant areas 
of our business83. Insight is a supporter of the Net Zero Asset Managers Initiative84.

Sherilee Mace

Institutional Business Development Director
Business Development, Insight Investment
sherilee.mace@insightinvestment.com
+44 20 7321 1583

83 For more information, please see https://www.insightinvestment.com/investing-responsibly/pri-ratings/ 
84 https://www.netzeroassetmanagers.org/

https://clec.uk/#:~:text=The%20construction%20industry%20is%20estimated,within%20London%20(LAEI%202106).&text=Construction%20workers%20are%20exposed%20to,and%20activities%20that%20produce%20pollution
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Important information
This material is not intended to be relied upon as a forecast, research or investment advice, and is not a recommendation, offer or 
solicitation to buy or sell any securities or to adopt any investment strategy. This document must not be used for the purpose of an  
offer or solicitation in any jurisdiction or in any circumstances in which such offer or solicitation is unlawful or otherwise not permitted.  
This document should not be duplicated, amended or forwarded to a third party without consent from Insight Investment.

This material may contain ‘forward looking’ information that is not purely historical in nature. Such information may include, among  
other things, projections and forecasts. There is no guarantee that any forecasts made will come to pass.

Past performance is not indicative of future results.

Investment in any strategy involves a risk of loss which may partly be due to exchange rate fluctuations. 

Index returns are for illustrative purposes only and do not represent any actual fund performance. Index performance returns do not 
reflect any management fees, transaction costs or expenses. Indices are unmanaged and one cannot invest directly in an index.

Insight does not provide tax or legal advice to its clients and all investors are strongly urged to seek professional advice regarding any 
potential strategy or investment.

References to future returns are not promises or even estimates of actual returns a client portfolio may achieve. Assumptions, opinions 
and estimates are provided for illustrative purposes only. They should not be relied upon as recommendations to buy or sell securities. 
Forecasts of financial market trends that are based on current market conditions constitute our judgment and are subject to change 
without notice.

The information and opinions are derived from proprietary and non-proprietary sources deemed by Insight Investment to be reliable,  
are not necessarily all-inclusive and are not guaranteed as to accuracy. As such, no warranty of accuracy or reliability is given and no 
responsibility arising in any other way for errors and omissions (including responsibility to any person by reason of negligence) is accepted 
by Insight Investment, its officers, employees or agents. Reliance upon information in this material is at the sole discretion of the reader.

Telephone conversations may be recorded in accordance with applicable laws. 

For clients and prospects of Insight Investment Management (Global) Limited: Issued by Insight Investment Management (Global) 
Limited. Registered office 160 Queen Victoria Street, London EC4V 4LA. Registered in England and Wales. Registered number 00827982. 
Authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority. FCA Firm reference number 119308. 
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