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Executive Summary

Air pollution is well recognised as an urgent public health emergency. It is estimated that long-
term exposure to man-made air pollution in the UK has an annual impact on shortening
lifespans, equivalent to 28,000 to 36,000 deaths a year'. The Royal College of Physicians has
estimated that air pollution is responsible for more than 20,000 hospital admissions every year in
the UK due to respiratory or cardiovascular diseases?.

As some of the most trusted messengers in society, health professionals already play a crucial
role in protecting people’s health with advice around lots of different lifestyle issues, such as
smoking, exercise, diet, and occupational health. Their role gives them daily access to some of
the most vulnerable people in our society. However, it seems at present most health professionals
are not talking to or advising patients about air pollution as it is not uniformly integrated into
healthcare professional training, and materials are not readily available for health professionals
to share with their patients on air pollution.

‘It is very important for those with respiratory issues to receive information on air
pollution — so they can for instance understand that when there is a spike in air
pollution what impact that will have on their asthma’ Parent of child with asthma

‘In the 6 years | was in medical school, and now 17 years as a consultant
physician, | have never once, unless | instigated the training or invited an expert
speaker, had any training on air pollution. Despite it being something that
causes nearly 40,000 deaths across the UK each year.” Consultant Respiratory
Physician

The Mobilising Health Professionals on Air Pollution project was a demonstrator project, which
aimed to explore whether it is possible for healthcare professionals to incorporate providing air
quality advice to patients, and how best to do this given their already packed clinical schedules.
The project was jointly funded, with DEFRA funding the work with respiratory health professionals,
and the Clean Air Fund supporting the work with paediatricians. The project adopted a
‘champions’ model, which involved a member of a team being released from frontline duties to
attend training. Following the training, the healthcare professionals then applied this training
within their practice and shared their newly gained knowledge with colleagues. The project
began in December 2019, it was temporarily paused from late March to July 2020 as a result of
COVID-19 and completed in November 2020. The project was delivered jointly by Global Action
Plan and the UKHACC.

Project Achievements

& Two co-design workshops held with 12 respiratory and paediatric health professionals to map
out and inform the project content and approach.

& Developed and tested communications materials with input from health professionals and
patients. Materials include: posters, short/long leaflets, social media content (available here).

! https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/comeap-mortality-effects-of-long-term-exposure-to-particulate-air-pollution-in-the-uk, 2018
2 Royal College of Physicians (2018), Reducing air pollution in the UK: progress report, London: RCP.



https://www.cleanairhub.org.uk/mobilising-health-professionals
https://www.cleanairhub.org.uk/mobilising-health-professionals
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/comeap-mortality-effects-of-long-term-exposure-to-particulate-air-pollution-in-the-uk

@ Three in person and two virtual training sessions held, and a training facilitators’ guide and
materials developed. Training covered the impact of air pollution to patient health, how to speak
with patients on air pollution, and the role of Clean Air Champions in the project.

™ 40 health professionals frained directly through the project. Training feedback from participants
in the workshops showed understanding of air pollution increased from a self-reported average of
5 before training to 8 after training {out of 10).

@ A Clean Air Champion Toolkit developed for health professionals to speak to colleagues —
including PowerPoints, template letters, and resource links. Presentations from Professor Stephen
Holgate and Professor Jonathan Griggs created for the project.

& Clean Air Champions fed into a video describing gaps in information on air pollution shared with
patients for a Clean Air Day Health Summit (available here).

& Over 3,000 leaflets, 750 posters and online materials disseminated to Clean Air Champions to
share information with patients on air pollution through the pilot over August-October.

& 13 health professionals interviewed to feed into a final insights report for the project.

‘It is an important piece of work on how we communicate it [air pollution] to
health professionals. What this project did was to simplify it — turned it from a
massive issue - into something that was manageable. The work you have done
already is fantastic at starting that conversation.’

Respiratory Registrar

Key Findings & Recommendations

Interviews for the insights report were conducted
with a quarter of participants (13 health
professionals in total) at the end of project to gain
their thoughts on speaking to patients about air
pollution. We also asked health professionals to
reflect on how best air pollution could be integrated
into standard health sector practice. Key
recommendations from this process and wider
project learning include:

Speaking to Patients about Air Pollution:

— Set up a nationwide programme to support
the inclusion of air pollution into patient
advice. Despite challenges posed by time
constraints and competing priorities, it is
possible for health professionals to incorporate
air quality advice info the patient pathway in
many cases and patients seemed receptive to
information being shared.

Paediatric Health Professional and Clean Air Champion
sharing materials on air pollution with
patients and staff on Clean Air Day 2020


https://youtu.be/xK-vcTHNzD4

_)

Further develop NHS branded online and physical materials within the national
programme. Materials help legitimise conversations with patients and provide verified and
accessible information on air pollution to patients. Further development of online materials is
needed as digital health care accelerates, and a plan for making materials available in
multiple languages.

Sharing information on air pollution at every logical opportunity within the patient
pathway within the nationwide programme will reinforce messaging - through appointment
booking/letters, appointments, at in-patient discussions, and as part of rehab programmes.
There needs to be a central resource (website) for public information on air pollution to
refer patients to, alongside other resources. Health professionals cannot be expected to be
air pollution experts.

Any specific health advice to patients should be accompanied by a national public health
campaign. Patients mustn’t be made to feel responsible for overcoming the air pollution
challenge themselves.

Integrating Air Pollution into Health Sector Practice

_)

Health professionals and their patients are likely to benefit if these professionals are
properly trained on air pollution. Air pollution needs to be on the curriculum at medical
schools and nursing courses, although this will take some fime to achieve. Whilst a
Champions Model can be effective in sharing information on air pollution, without a national
training programme there is a risk it is seen as a niche issue/environmental add-on.

A Champions Model can fill the gap while the work on embedding information into
training takes place. Utilising the resources from this pilot such as the Stephen Holgate
presentation as part of induction, in tfeam meetings and stand-alone training sessions.
Continual professional development at training and events offers clear opportunity to help
upskill health professionals already in practice.

A national programme on air pollution in the health sector will be best received when
integrated into existing work on sustainability and clean air, including the NHS Net Zero
Plan, NICE air quality standards, and Royal Colleges statements on the topic.

‘As scientifically literate and caring health care professionals we have a
responsibility as educators and activists fo get the message out there, and that
has fo form the basis of a public health campaign, based on science and
evidence.’

Consultant Respiratory Physician




