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Air quality and climate change: Summary

1. Why link air quality and climate change

2. Historical trends and continuing health impacts

3. Maximising the Benefits of air quality and 

climate change mitigation

4. Meeting Air Quality targets

5. Coalition Agreement and Next Steps

6. Role of Local Authorities
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Why promote closer integration of air quality and 

climate change policies

Opportunity to consider the synergies and tensions 
with air quality and scope for further action.

policy makers across Government (national through to 
local)  are developing  or implementing climate change 

mitigation measures.

Published policy summary of  economic and scientific 
analysis, including recommendations  in the Air Quality 
Expert Group publication ‘Air Quality and Climate Change : A  
UK Perspective ‘ (2007).

LAQM Review and EAC Recommendations on need to link air 
quality and climate change at all levels
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LAQM and EAC Recommendations  on air quality and 

climate change

Climate change a major priority for central and local government in 

recent years; sometimes at the expense of air quality policy. 

Some opportunities for integrating the two have been missed

The aim should be to identify policies and priorities capable of 

securing the best available outcomes for both. 
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Historically Air Quality has been improving...

•Reductions in emissions 

have been largely due to 

policies targeted at cleaner 

technologies and fuels

•We have also seen a shift 

in the sources of 

pollutants –used to be  

industry and domestic 

heating; today dominated 

by large combustion plants,  

especially for power 

generation, and by 

transport. 
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...but is still having negative effects on human health 

and on ecosystems

•Man-made fine particulate matter (PM2.5) alone reduces the average 

life expectancy of people in the UK by 6 months, costing £15 

billion annually.  

•This is comparable to the economic cost of obesity (in excess of 

£10 billion) in urban areas.

•Air pollution can  cause damage 

to biodiversity and to sensitive 

and valuable habitats. 

•Things have improved since the 

‘acid rains’ but critical acidity 

levels from deposition of sulphur 

or nitrogen are still exceeded in 

many areas.
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One atmosphere ïmaximising the benefits

•Greenhouse gases and air pollutants often come from the same

sources ïe.g. electricity generation and road transport .

•They interact and mix in the atmosphere in

complex ways, creating policy trade-offs.

•It therefore makes sense to join up climate

change and air pollution mitigation policies

to maximise the total benefits and

improve overall cost effectiveness of the

measures.

•Delivering the UK’sClimate Change Act targets will give benefits for air

quality worth £15 billion by 2050. However, if we design the policy

measures to take into account air quality impacts, we can get air quality

(health) benefits worth nearly £40 billion –so an extra £24 billion .
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Air quality and climate change policies;

trade-offs, added benefits and interactions

Flue gas 
desulphurisation

Three-way Catalysts 
(Petrol)

Energy efficiency
Demand management

Nuclear
Wind, solar, tidal...

Hybrids, Low Emission 
Vehicles, 

CCS

Uncontrolled coal and 
oil fossil fuels in 

stationary and mobile 
sources

Increase in 
‘uncontrolled’ diesel
Some conventional 

biofuels
Biomass

CHP
Overseas credits 

Beneficial 
for AQ

Beneficial 
for CC

Negative 
for AQ

Negative 
for CC

Beneficial
for AQ 
and CC

Negative 
for AQ 
and CC
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Meeting our short-term targets for air quality

•However, there are remaining

óhotspotsôwhere limits for PM10

and NO2 are not yet met. The

recent Ambient Air Quality

directive provides for additional

time to meet these limit values,

subject to approval by the

European Commission. .

•Current legal limits on air quality are met across most of the UK.

•Defra is working with the Department of Transport, the devolved

administrations, the Mayor of London and local authorities to secure

the necessary improvements.
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Coalition Agreement: Reasons for the closer 

integration of air quality and climate change

Support an increase in the EU emission reduction target to 30% by 2020. 

Increase the target for energy from renewable sources 

Mandate a national recharging network for electric and plug-in hybrid 
vehicles. 

Control airport expansion around London – no additional runways at 
Heathrow Gatwick or Stansted, 

Support sustainable travel initiatives, including promoting cycling and 
walking, and encourage joint working between bus operators and LAs. 

Work towards full compliance with European Air Quality standards. 
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What next?

•Ensure new agreed methodology to integrate the cost of exceeding 

legal limits is used in policy evaluation

•Work to maximise synergies between air quality and climate 

change policies, minimise conflicts and manage residual impacts, for 

example in negotiating new emission ceilings and air quality targets  

•Improve understanding of the interactions between climate 

change and air quality pollutants

•Reduce the uncertainties surrounding the evidence of health 

impacts of air quality, in particular for PM toxicity, ozone and NO2

•Align future reviews of the Air Quality Strategy with reviews of 

progress against the carbon budgets

•Work towards compliance with current EU air quality limits. 
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The message to local authorities

•Local authorities have an important role to play in 

delivering improvements to air quality and in combating 

climate change

•Many are doing this already –Eco Stars, Care4Air, Be Air 

Aware - and we will look to encourage this further

•Low Emission Strategies –a way to address this for all 

authorities.
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Conclusions and key messages

Even though air pollution has improved markedly, it still 

imposes annual health costs of roughly £15 billion in the UK.

Many activities, e.g. transport and energy generation, contribute to 

both local air pollution and global climate change. It therefore 

makes sense to address these problems together and to 

manage trade-offs. 

Building a low carbon economy will reduce air pollution –but the 

extent of the reduction depends on how we chose to reach our 2050 

targets. By selecting measures which are positive for air quality too, 

we can reduce the negative impact on human health and cut 

the damage costs from air pollution by an additional £24 billion.

In the short term, we are taking action to meet our outstanding EU 

air quality obligations on NO2 and PM10.
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