Living Streets | Air Quality

1

AIR
QUALITY
CONSULTATION
Briefing Paper

Living Streets | Air Quality

0
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YOUR FULLY REFERENCED GUIDE

Your local authority may soon – or already –
be asking for feedback on its plans to tackle
air pollution. It's a crucial opportunity to
demand really effective measures, and to
promote walking as the natural choice for
short journeys. This guide will help you
respond with confidence to air quality
consultations in your area. It outlines Living
Streets’ position on the main issues and
provides text that you can use in your own
responses.

are attributable to exposure to outdoor air
pollution, 1 and the latest research suggests
up to 64,000 deaths annually and a reduction
of 1.5 years in average life expectancy. 2 Air
pollution affects the rates not just of
respiratory diseases but also cardiovascular
diseases like heart failure. It is the fourth
greatest threat to public health after cancer,
heart disease and obesity. Air pollution has
an estimated total cost to the UK of £22.6
billion per year.

Air pollution in the UK seriously damages
our health. The Royal College of Physicians
estimates that 40,000 deaths a year in the UK

The main pollutants are nitrogen dioxide
(NO2) gas and particulate matter. Road
transport exhaust is now the single largest

1 RCP (2018) Reducing air pollution in the UK: Progress report 2018. From:
https://www.rcplondon.ac.uk/news/reducing-air-pollution-uk-progress-report-2018.
2 Lelieveld, J., Klingmüller, K., Pozzer, A., Pöschl, U., Fnais, M., Daiber, A. & T. Münzel (2019) Cardiovascular disease
burden from ambient air pollution in Europe reassessed using novel hazard ratio functions. European Heart Journal
40:1590–1596. From: https://academic.oup.com/eurheartj/article/40/20/1590/5372326.
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source of nitrogen dioxide in the UK, which
can make asthma worse and cause breathing
difficulties and death. 3
Particulate matter is tiny particles of partially
burned fuel, as well as engine oils, and tiny
specks from tyres, brake discs and road dust.
These particles worsen heart and lung
disease. There is no safe level of particulate
matter but the World Health Organisation
(WHO) recommends keeping it below specific
limits. WHO measured air pollution in 51 UK
cities in 2016, and found that 44 of them
exceeded those limits. Many urban areas in
the UK also regularly exceed EU air quality
limits, particularly for nitrogen dioxide.1

WHAT’S BEING DONE ABOUT AIR
POLLUTION?

The level of air pollution in the UK is illegal
under European air quality law. The High
Court has repeatedly ordered the
government to reduce it to below legal limits
as fast as possible. The Department for the
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra)
has asked 61 local authorities to take action 4.
Five cities were told to introduce Clean Air
Zones: Birmingham, Leeds, Nottingham,
Derby and Southampton. Twenty-three other
local authorities where pollution is expected
to reach illegal levels by 2021 must
investigate ways to reduce roadside NO2 as

1

quickly as possible and produce clean air
plans. A further 33 local authorities have
been directed to produce plans to tackle air
pollution. Many of these authorities have
already missed the deadlines for producing
their plans.
The National Institute for Health and Care
Excellence (NICE) Quality Standard 181 5 sets
out priority areas for action, such as local
strategic plans, for road traffic related air
pollution and its impact on health.
Local authorities can get technical support
from Defra’s Joint Air Quality Unit and can
apply to the Defra’s Clean Air Fund to money
to help individuals and businesses impacted
by local air quality plans. This fund can be
used, for example, to improve cycling and
walking infrastructure, to subsidise
concessionary public transport schemes, and
to promote behaviour change such as
walking to school (e.g. Living Streets’ WOW –
the year-round walk to school challenge).
However, city leaders have said the Clean Air
Fund is inadequate to fight the air pollution
crisis 6.

HOW YOU CAN GET INVOLVED

Many local authorities are, or will soon be,
opening public consultations, looking for
feedback on their draft clean air plans. This is

DEFRA (2018). Air pollution in the UK 2017. From: https://ukair.defra.gov.uk/library/annualreport/viewonline?year=2017_issue_1#report_pdf.
4
There’s a full list of the 61 authorities at the end of this ClientEarth briefing:
ClientEarth (2018) What do ClientEarth’s legal cases mean for Feasibility Studies for nitrogen dioxide compliance in
England. From: https://www.documents.clientearth.org/wp-content/uploads/library/2018-04-18-legal-test-forfeasibility-studies-ce-en.pdf.
5
NICE (2019) Air pollution: outdoor air quality and health [qs181]. From: https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/qs181
6
Billington, P. (2018) Clean Air Fund. From: https://www.uk100.org/cross-party-local-leaders-highlight-1-5bn-blackhole-in-funding-to-fight-air-pollution-in-their-towns-and-cities/
3
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a key moment for tackling air pollution, and
you will have the opportunity to call for the
strongest possible action in your area.
Your council will have a Consultations page
on its website where you can check for Clean
Air consultations. You may be able to sign up
for council email alerts. You can also get
alerts from local and online campaigning
groups like your local Living Streets group,
Friends of the Earth group or Mums for
Lungs.
Consultation responses from local people,
which provide detail and evidence, are going
to have the most impact. You can push your
council to go further and do more to tackle
air pollution.
The website “FleetNews” maintains a useful
list of the status of some clean air plans and
consultations, which allows you to see if your
LA is one that the Government is targeting,
and the status of their plans. This can be seen
at: https://www.fleetnews.co.uk/fleetfaq/what-are-the-proposed-uk-clean-airzones-caz

The most important points to make in your
consultation response are:
•

You are very concerned about the effects
of air pollution on your health and that of
others in the area.

•

You support a large, charging-Clean Air
Zone for all vehicle types as the most
effective way to tackle air pollution.

•

You support other measures to reduce
traffic volume in the area, such as walk to
school programmes, school street
closures and workplace parking levies.

•
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CLEAN AIR ZONES

More information can be found in a guidance
document published by the UK Government:
the Clean Air Zone Framework. 7

In their Clean Air Plans, local authorities say
how they will create a Clean Air Zone (CAZ).
CAZs can include a range of local authority
measures to tackle air pollution, such as
programmes to encourage walking and
cycling, and upgrading council vehicles to be
less polluting. The most effective action is to
charge the most polluting vehicles to travel
in the most polluted areas. These sorts of
charges encourage people to walk, cycle and
use public transport instead of driving, which
reduces air pollution for everyone.

Why should local authorities implement
a charging clean air zone?

The rest of the guide provides details on
these points.

Some local authorities may be nervous about
local backlash to a charging CAZ. However,
polling from Ipsos Mori shows that using road
pricing revenues to fund public transport is
clearly popular with residents. They recorded
a baseline level of support for ‘road pricing’
(congestion charging, and clean air zones are
examples) at around 40%. But, when it was
guaranteed that revenues will be invested in
public transport, the balance swung to 60%
in favour. 9 And the Department for Tr

This section explains what Clean Air Zones
are and why they’re important.

What is a clean air zone?

A CAZ is an area where council is taking a
range of actions to improve air quality. There
are two kinds – non-charging and charging. A
charging CAZ is where some kinds of vehicles
are charged to enter an area. Charging is
essential for tackling pollution from motor
vehicles, which produce most of the harmful
pollution we breathe.

The UK Government’s own evidence states
that charging clean air zones are the most
effective way to quickly tackle air pollution.8
LAs may argue that other measures such as
bus and taxi fleet upgrades will be sufficient
to improve air quality in their area, without
charging. However, Defra’s report shows
that this means that they are not taking the
most effective step to quickly tackle air
pollution. 8

DEFRA (2017) Clean Air Zone Framework, a set of principles for setting up a CAZ in England. From:
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/612592/cleanair-zone-framework.pdf.
8
DEFRA (2017) Draft UK Air Quality Plan for tackling nitrogen dioxide. From:
https://consult.defra.gov.uk/airquality/air-quality-plan-for-tackling-nitrogendioxide/supporting_documents/Technical%20Report%20%20Amended%209%20May%202017.pdf.
9
Ipsos MORI (2007) Road pricing at the crossroads. From:
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/publication/197001/sri_transport_road_pricing_at_the_crossroads_102007.pdf.
7
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76% of adults in England agree that people
should reduce car use for the sake of the
environment.

What should a clean air zone look like?

If your local authority is looking at a
charging CAZ, they will be thinking about
where the geographic boundary of the zone
might be, at what times it would operate,
which vehicles should be charged, and how
much it should cost to enter the
zone.included?
The Government’s guidance outlines four
different classes of charging-CAZ:
1. Class A - Buses, coaches, taxis and
private hire vehicles (PHVs; known as
Minicabs in London)
2. Class B - Buses, coaches, taxis, PHVs
and heavy goods vehicles (HGVs)
3. Class C - Buses, coaches, taxis, PHVs,
HGVs and light goods vehicles (LGVs;
mainly vans)
4. Class D - Buses, coaches, taxis, PHVs,
HGVs, LGVs and cars
Living Streets believes that all CAZs should
be introduced at the highest level: class D.
The only way to sustainably reduce traffic
and encourage the greatest shift towards
walking, cycling and public transport is to
restrict access by all vehicle categories.
Evidence from London shows that excluding
certain categories of vehicles from CAZ
charges can, in the long run, result in

4

increased traffic congestion as more of those
vehicles travel within the zone. In London,
private hire vehicles have historically been
exempt from the congestion charge, and
have caused traffic increases in London in
recent years, despite the congestion
charge. 10
Bus operators in some areas have opposed
CAZ charges for buses, citing their
importance for public transport. Living
Streets supports bus travel but believes
buses, as major pollution emitters, must not
be exempt from CAZs. Instead, councils
should use ring-fenced income from CAZ
charges and funding from the Clean Air Fund
to support investment in Ultra-Low Emission
buses and retrofitting older vehicles.
The Clean Air Zone Framework states that
electric cars and other Ultra-Low Emissions
Vehicles (ULEVs) should not be charged to
enter. However, Living Streets notes that
ULEVs still release harmful particulate
matter from their tyres and brakes, and
contribute to congestion.
As vehicles gradually become more efficient
and environmentally friendly, standards
should be raised to continue encouraging
more walking, cycling and public transport,
and to preserve any revenue for investment
in walking, cycling and public transport. This
also will help ensure that congestion does not
increase as more polluting vehicles are
replaced by efficient ones – electric and
hybrid vehicles will need to be restricted to

Transport for London (2017) Travel in London, report 10. From: http://content.tfl.gov.uk/travel-in-london-report10.pdf.
10
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tackle congestion and particulate pollution in
the long term.
Living Streets supports limited exemptions
to CAZs. Local authorities should consider
exemptions for “Blue Badge” holders, and
should work closely with the emergency
services to work to tackle the pollution
caused by emergency vehicles, whilst being
aware of the importance of their work.
Living Streets cannot advise on how much
each type of vehicle should be charged to
enter the CAZ in your area. There is evidence
which suggests that the existence of a charge
is enough to create behaviour change.

What area should a CAZ cover?

Your local knowledge will help you answer
this question. When setting the boundaries
for a CAZ, it is important that areas with
high pollution are included, and that the
CAZ is big enough to ensure it doesn’t just
shift the issue to the other side of a town.
LAs should not shy away from including
certain key roads such as ring roads, if they
are a key problem area for air pollution.

What times should a CAZ function, and
how much should it cost?

Living Streets cannot advise on what times a
charging-CAZ should function in your area, or
how much it should cost for each category of
vehicle. Your local knowledge will help you
suggest times and costs that will make a
difference in your area.

5

Should local authorities support people
and small businesses to switch to
cleaner forms of transport?

Yes. In order to ensure that a Clean Air Zone
is as effective as possible at delivering air
pollution reduction, and does not unfairly
impact upon people and small businesses, it
must be backed up by measures to support
people and small businesses to switch to
cleaner forms of transport. HGV and taxi
upgrade schemes are welcome, but more
needs to be done to stop people driving the
most polluting cars and vans. For example,
the LA can reinvest the revenue generated
from the CAZ to make public transport better
and cleaner, and can use the Government’s
Clean Air Fund to support walking and cycles
programmes for schools and other settings.

WHAT ELSE CAN LOCAL
AUTHORITIES DO TO TACKLE AIR
POLLUTION?

Consultations will tend to have a section at
the end where they ask for any more ideas to
help tackle air pollution. Living Streets has
plenty of suggestions, and this is an
opportunity to push for policies and
programmes that support walking as an
everyday choice.

Encouraging modal shift to reduce
traffic volume

To reduce air pollution it is crucial to reduce
traffic by encouraging walking, cycling and
public transport for longer journeys. A
charging-CAZ is important but local
authorities must do more to support
alternatives to car travel, for instance by
running cycling and walking programmes.
Living Streets has a number of ideas on how
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to do this, all of which will contribute to
cleaner air.
The walk to school is a key opportunity to
encourage mode shift and improve public
health. Living Streets’ report, Swap the
School Run for a School Walk, 11 includes
recommendations for how schools and local
authorities can work together to transform
the school walk for every child.
Local authorities can support schools to
incentivise walking and cycling to school
through initiatives such as WOW – the yearround walk to school challenge – which leads
to 23% more children walking to school and a
fall in the number of cars at the school
gates. 12 Local Authorities can apply to the
Clean Air Fund to support school travel
behaviour change programmes such as
WOW.
Why not encourage your local authority to
look at additional measures to improve air
quality, such as school street closures at the
beginning and end of the school day?
You could also ask your local authority to
introduce a Workplace Parking Levy (WPL)
like Nottingham City Council did in 2012.13 It
currently costs employers £402 per place per
year if they have 11 or more employee

6

parking spaces. For this, employers receive a
business support package of travel planning
and parking management.
The WPL generates around £9m per year
from more than 24,800 registered parking
spaces, with surpluses ring-fenced for
investment in public transport, including new
tram lines, extending the bus and rail
network, and investing in electric buses. The
scheme has been very successful at reducing
air pollution, encouraging mode shift, and
funding public transport improvements, and
other local authorities are considering similar
measures.
Businesses can also look at Living Streets’
new Walking Works programme, which offers
a package of activities and support to embed
a walking culture in workplaces. 14
Moving towards greener vehicles
Living Streets supports the move to greener
vehicles, but it should not be at the expense
of pedestrian comfort or safety. We are
developing advice on the location of vehicle
charging points. The main points are that:
•

Charging infrastructure should never be
placed on the footway, as this restricts
clearance and is dangerous particularly
for wheelchair users or families with

Living Streets (2018) Swap the school run for a school walk. From:
https://www.livingstreets.org.uk/media/3618/ls_school_run_report_web.pdf.
12
Living Streets. WOW – the year-round walk to school challenge. From: https://www.livingstreets.org.uk/what-wedo/projects/wow.
13
Hallam, N. & Gibbons, A. (2017) A winning policy: Nottingham's Workplace Parking Levy. From:
https://bettertransport.org.uk/blog/better-transport/winning-policy-nottinghams-workplace-parking-levy.
14
Living Streets. Walking Works. From: https://www.livingstreets.org.uk/products-and-services/projects/walkingworks.
11
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pushchairs, who may be forced into the
road. London Living Streets has produced
detailed guidance on electric vehicle
charging infrastructure.15
•

Restricted parking and loading bays
should be provided using space from the
road, not the footway, to preserve
pedestrian space.

•

Restricted traffic lanes for ULEVs should
not take space from the footway or from
bus lanes. Furthermore, adding traffic to
lanes directly next to the footway will
make the walking environment less safe
and more hostile, increasing chances of a
collision and discouraging walking.

•

We strongly oppose any suggestion of
opening up pedestrianised roads to ultralow emission vehicles. ULEVs will make
these streets will more congested and
hostile for people walking and cycling,
and create more particulate pollution

7

•

There must be a default ban on all
vehicles parking on the footway, as this
discourages walking and is a safety
hazard, especially for wheelchair users,
blind people and families with pushchairs.
Pedestrian Comfort Guidance
recommends a minimum of 2m of
unobstructed footway. 16

By tackling motor vehicle dominance and
encouraging active and sustainable travel,
your area can be transformed into a place
where people enjoy living healthy and active
lives. Living Streets’ Walking Cities campaign
(https://www.livingstreets.org.uk/whatyou-can-do/campaigns/walking-cities)
includes a Blueprint for Change with further
recommendations.
June 2019

through wear and tear of brakes and
tyres.

London Living Streets (2019). Electric vehicle charging infrastructure. From:
https://londonlivingstreets.files.wordpress.com/2019/04/evbriefing_londonlivingstreets_190401.pdf.
16
TFL (2010). Pedestrian Comfort Guidance for London. From: http://content.tfl.gov.uk/pedestrian-comfort-guidancetechnical-guide.pdf.
15
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achieve a better walking environment and inspire people to walk more.
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