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What is the problem? 
London’s air quality has improved dramatically since the 1950s when legislation was 
introduced to prevent the infamous ‘pea souper’ smogs that blighted the capital. But 
despite this, air pollution is still an issue for Londoners, affecting health and everyday 
quality of life.  Along with many other European cities, parts of London are not meeting 
EU targets for the most harmful pollutants nitrogen dioxide (NO2) and fine particulate 
matter (PM10).   

The Mayor is already delivering policies that are making the air in London cleaner.  
Programmes that offer people alternatives to the car, which improve energy efficiency in 
homes and offices, which smooth traffic flow, all help reduce emissions.  This Strategy 
proposes a further comprehensive package of measures that, together with strong action 
at the national level, can help bring London’s air quality up to EU targets and reduce 
Londoners’ exposure to pollution.  This is an essential step towards improving air quality 
in London - most importantly to improve the health and quality of life of Londoners.  

Air pollution has an impact on everyone living and working in London, but mainly on the 
most vulnerable people in our city such as children, older people and those with heart and 
respiratory conditions. A study carried out for the Greater London Authority (GLA) has 
estimated that poor air quality could contribute to over 4,000 deaths per year in London. 
Research has also shown that people living in deprived areas are disproportionately 
affected by poor air quality, in part because these areas are often near busy roads, which 
tend to have higher levels of pollution caused by road traffic.  

What causes poor air quality in London? 
Tackling air pollution is challenging.  Weather conditions can cause huge variations in 
levels of pollutants.  Pollution levels vary dramatically and pollution ‘episodes’ can mean 
unexpected, sudden elevations in the risk of exposure in certain locations.  Pollution 
blown in from outside London contributes significantly to problems in the capital.  In 
central London, around 40 per cent of PM10 concentrations are caused by emissions from 
outside the capital.  A similar proportion of NO2 concentrations across London are caused 
by emissions not generated in the capital.  

There are just a small number of areas in central London where levels of PM10 are 
particularly high (shaded yellow through to red in Figure 1), though for health reasons it is 
important to reduce levels across London. The majority of PM10 emissions from within 
central London come from road transport (see Figure 2). Of this, over a third comes from 
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tyre and brake wear, which is difficult to tackle. In central London where the highest 
concentrations of PM10 occur, taxis are a particular problem, accounting for over 30 per 
cent of emissions from exhausts. 

Figure 1 Number of days when mean PM10 concentrations are above 50 µg/m3 in 
2008 
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Figure 2 PM10 emissions sources in central London in 2008 
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Modelling shows that almost all of London is compliant with EU limit values for PM2.5, the 
most harmful form of particulate matter. However, since the sources of PM2.5 are largely 
the same as those for PM10, it is expected that the measures in this Strategy will result in 
further reductions in levels of PM2.5 and a reduced impact of air quality on human health.
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High concentrations of NO2 are a problem across most of inner London and in the 
Heathrow area (shaded yellow, orange, through to red in Figure 3.).  Very large reductions 
in emissions are needed to meet legal targets for NO2 – far higher than are needed for 
PM10. Road transport is the primary source of emissions of oxides of nitrogen (NOx), of 
which NO2 is a part, but a significant proportion is from domestic and commercial gas 
emissions relating to heating (see Figure 4).    

Figure 3 NO2 annual mean concentrations (g/m3) for the year 2008 
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 Figure 4 NOx emissions in Greater London in 2008 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Clearing the air 6 

 
What the Mayor will do 
The Mayor wants London to be one of the cleanest, greenest cities in the world to ensure 
that people living here enjoy a great quality of life. This Air Quality Strategy sets out 
actions to improving London’s air quality and includes measures aimed at reducing 
emissions from transport, homes, workplaces and new developments.  It also sets out how 
Londoners can reduce their own emissions, and, especially for vulnerable people, reduce 
their risk of exposure.  

The Mayor is already investing hundreds of millions of pounds delivering a range of 
measures that are tackling air pollution.  This includes unprecedented investment to boost 
cycling, expansion of ‘smarter travel’ measures, a brand new programme of investment 
encouraging the uptake of electric vehicles and converting London’s bus fleet to hybrid or 
low emission.  

The Mayor is proposing further transport policies that will make London’s transport 
network even cleaner and greener.  These proposals include: 

• Cleaning up London’s bus fleet so that all buses meet Euro IV emissions standards for 
both NOx and PM10 by 2015.  A Euro IV bus emits roughly a third less NOx than a bus 
made in 2000 (Euro III) 

• Cleaning up London’s taxi and Private Hire Vehicle (PHV) fleet PHVs by introducing 
age limits to remove the older, more polluting vehicles from London’s roads. The 
Mayor will also work with the industry to develop a taxi capable of zero tailpipe 
emissions by 2020. 

• Including larger vans and minibuses in the Low Emission Zone (LEZ) from January 
2012 – these vehicles will have to meet the Euro 3 standard for PM to drive without 
charge in London. 

• Introducing a new NOx standard for the LEZ from 2015. 

• Reducing emissions from freight vehicles by promoting Delivery and Servicing Plans 
and freight consolidation facilities. 

• Working with boroughs to implement targeted action plans at air quality priority 
locations. Trials of dust suppressants are already underway in central London. Other 
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measures will include: tackling vehicle idling, better traffic management to smooth 
traffic and deploying low emission buses in these areas. 

A package of non-transport policy measures is also proposed to reduce localised pollution 
sources. The highlights include: 
 
• Working with boroughs to make better use of the planning process so that new 

developments are ‘air quality neutral or better’. 

• Updating best practice guidance on reducing dust emissions from construction sites 
and creating Supplementary Planning Guidance to encourage its implementation across 
London.  

• Scaling up London’s schemes to retrofit homes and workplaces to improve energy 
efficiency.   

• Introducing emission standards for new biomass boilers and combined heat and power 
systems. 

• Raising public awareness to encourage all Londoners to take action to reduce their 
emissions, from travel choices to energy efficiency. 

• Improving information for the most vulnerable Londoners to enable them to reduce the 
risk to their health from poor air quality. 

What will this Strategy achieve? 
The measures in this Strategy, along with natural fleet turnover, will reduce PM10 
emissions from about 135 tonnes in 2008, to 119 tonnes in 2011, and to 93 tonnes in 
2015. There are just a small number of locations in central London that are at risk of 
exceeding PM10 limit values in 2011, which is why some of the policies in the Strategy 
focus on central London.  These include packages of local measures, such as applying dust 
suppressants that commenced in autumn 2010. For health reasons, however, it is still 
important to reduce levels of PM10 and PM2.5 even below levels required by limit values, 
and many of the measures included in the Strategy, such as tighter requirements for the 
London Low Emission Zone and promoting low-emission vehicles will have benefits across 
the whole of Greater London. 
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Figure 5 Estimated reductions in PM10 emissions from all sources in Central 
London with the implementation of the Strategy 
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Modelling shows that this level of emissions reduction will allow London to meet EU 
targets for PM10 by 2011 (see Figure 6). 
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Figure 6 Annual average PM10 concentration with full implementation of the 
Strategy in 2011 

 

As a result of the measures in this Strategy and natural fleet turnover, NOx emissions in 
Greater London will be about 20,000 tonnes lower in 2015 compared to 2008 (shown in 
Figure 7).  All combustion processes produce NOx.  As NOx easily converts to NO2 in air, in 
order to reduce NO2 concentrations it is essential to control emissions of NOx ; this is why 
the policies in this Strategy focus on reducing emissions of NOx. 
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Figure 7 Estimated reduction in NOx emissions in Greater London from all 
sources (including planned measures and natural turn over of vehicle fleet) 
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This will significantly lower concentrations of NO2 across London (see Figure 8).  Yet even 
this scale of action in London alone will not allow NO2 limit values to be met in the capital 
by 2015. That is why my Strategy will also include measures that need to be taken at 
national level by the Government to achieve NO2 limit values in London by 2015. 
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Figure 8 Annual average NO2 concentrations with full implementation of the 
Strategy in 2015 
 
 

 
 
 
Delivering the Strategy 
The Mayor will work closely with the EU, central Government, the boroughs and the 
business sector to deliver the measures in this Strategy. Individual Londoners can also play 
their part, for example by cycling or walking to the local shops instead of using the car, 
wherever possible or by taking measures to save energy.  

London’s air quality is a shared challenge, which requires action from the Mayor and 
Government. NO2 levels in Greater London and other UK urban locations require remedial 
action by the Government.  Sources outside the Mayor’s control, along with pollution 
from outside London, contribute significantly to poor air quality in the capital. If NOx 
emissions from railways, airports and industrial sources – sources over which the Mayor 
has little control – were halved by 2015, this would result in a further reduction of 6,000 
tonnes of NOx emissions.  
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That is why this Strategy includes policies for other organisations, including the 
Government, to implement as part of a package of measures that will meet NO2 limit 
values in London by 2015. The Mayor considers that the Government should implement 
national measures such as tax incentives for the cleanest vehicles, vehicle retrofit 
programmes, vehicle scrappage schemes, a national LEZ framework and energy efficiency 
programmes that will improve air quality in all urban areas, including London.   

The Mayor will discuss with the Government how it can help to fund and deliver measures 
in this Strategy. The current GLA and functional body settlement from the Government 
did not include provision for this level of action to improve air quality as it had been 
expected that planned interventions and natural fleet turnover would have resulted in 
greater improvements in air quality than have been achieved. Over the coming months, 
the Mayor will continue to work with Government to develop a joint action plan for air 
quality in the capital that is adequately resourced. 

The Strategy will be kept under continuous review and if it becomes clear that changes 
are necessary in order to meet relevant air quality limit values, consideration will be given 
to making and implementing any required revisions.  
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Other formats and languages 
For a large print, Braille, disc, sign language video or audio-tape 
version of this document, please contact us at the address below: 

Public Liaison Unit 
Greater London Authority Telephone 020 7983 4100 
City Hall     Minicom 020 7983 4458 
The Queen’s Walk  www.london.gov.uk 
More London  
London SE1 2AA 

You will need to supply your name, your postal address and state 
the format and title of the publication you require. 

If you would like a summary of this document in your language, 
please phone the number or contact us at the address above. 
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