
 

                                                                    

 
City Hall, The Queen’s Walk, London SE1 2AA 
Enquiries: 020 7983 4100 minicom: 020 7983 4458 www.london.gov.uk 

 

Subject: COVID-19 and London’s Environment  

 

Report to: Environment Committee  
 

Report of:  Executive Director of Secretariat  
 

Date: 20 July 2020 

 
This report will be considered in public 
 

 
 
1. Summary  
 
1.1 The Committee will review the delivery of the Mayor of London’s environmental policies, in light of 

the impact of COVID-19. 

 

1.2 The Committee will hear from the Deputy Mayor for Environment and Energy, Shirley Rodrigues, and 

other GLA officers. 
 
 
2. Recommendations  
 

2.1 That the Committee notes the report as background to putting questions to the Deputy 

Mayor for Environment and Energy and notes the subsequent discussion.  

 

2.2 That the Committee delegates authority to the Chair, in consultation with party Group 

Lead Members, to agree any output arising from the discussion.  

 

 

3. Background   
 
3.1 The COVID-19 pandemic is intimately linked with the global state of the environment. Since the 

SARS-CoV-2 virus, which causes COVID-19, spread across the globe, public health figures have 

warned that human activity and its impact on the environment is increasing the risk of pandemics.1  

 

3.2 Major cities in Europe, including London, and cities around the world, are preparing for life after 

COVID-19, with several environmental initiatives being rolled out to ensure public safety and climate 

change. Two new boards have been established to oversee London’s recovery from the COVID-19 

pandemic. The establishment of the London Transition Board and London Recovery Board were 

announced on 22 May 2020.2 

 

3.3 The Committee will consider the impact of COVID-19 on the following, and other changes, 

experienced from the start of the pandemic, on London’s environment, and subsequently, on the 

Mayor of London’s environmental programmes. 

                                                 
1 WFYI: How Climate Change Increases Our Risk For Pandemics, 24 March 2020 
2 Plans announced for London’s COVID-19 recovery, 22 May 2020 

https://www.wfyi.org/news/articles/how-climate-change-increases-our-risk-for-pandemics
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/plans-announced-for-london-s-covid-19-recovery


        

 

Air quality 

3.4 The European Health Alliance has warned that those living in polluted cities are more at risk from 

COVID-19 than those in less polluted cities.3 There is evidence to suggest that COVID-19 causes 

secondary pulmonary fibrosis, and other associated structural pulmonary damage.  The British Lung 

Foundation reports that two million people in the UK with respiratory conditions, such as asthma, 

have reported reduced symptoms during the lockdown.4 

 

3.5 The City of London reported a significant improvement in air quality as traffic reduced due to the 

lockdown imposed. Since the beginning of lockdown, Nitrogen dioxide levels have reduced by 

around 35% in the Square Mile.
5
  When compared to the average reading in 1 January 2020, the air 

in May 2020 was cleaner by over a third.  

 

Aviation in and around London 

3.6 The UN’s International Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO) forecast that COVID-19 will cause greater 

disruption to flights than the SARS outbreak of 2003. This was due to an influx of flight 

cancellations, and the impact on the air travel market in the Asia Pacific region, which is the largest 

aviation market.6 The aviation industry warned that no amount of cost-cutting or capacity reduction 

will compensate for the “extraordinary decline in demand” for air travel that is expected.7  As a result 

of this, many airlines have called for an exemption from a range of taxes to provide immediate 

interim relief by reducing the operational costs of airlines. In contrast, the reduction in air traffic has 

been greeted with overwhelming positivity by those who live near airports on flight paths.8 

 

Access to green space and water security  

3.7 During the lockdown, significant interest has been paid to the importance of access to green space. 

In particular, it has been noted that lockdown measures impacted upon deprived people in London 

the most. Analysis showed that people in deprived areas have less access to gardens or other green 

spaces.9  This analysis is based on the findings that a third of all land in the wealthiest 10% of 

London wards comprised private gardens, whilst the poorest 10%, just over a fifth comprised garden 

space. These findings combined with higher population density in the poorest deciles suggest that 

the poorest parts of London have less green space with more people sharing it.  This trend is 

repeated with regards to access to public parks and green spaces. The proportion of public green 

space was an average 35% in the richest wards of London, compared to 25% in the most deprived.10 

 

3.8 April 2020, whilst spent in lockdown, was nevertheless the sunniest April on record. This invariably 

meant that April in the UK was unseasonably warm and dry.  This is of concern to water security. 

Especially as any disruption to water supplies during the COVID-19 epidemic has potentially lethal 

consequences. On 19 March 2020, a burst pipe caused Thames Water to suspend or disrupt water 

supply for approximately 25,000 people. In particular, concerns were raised as to how people could 

comply with the Government’s COVID-19 guidelines on regular hand washing without a regular and 

safe supply of water.  

                                                 
3 European Health Alliance, Coronavirus threat greater for polluted cities, March 2020 
4 British Lung Foundation, Nearly 2 million people with lung conditions notice improved symptoms as a result of drop in air 
pollution, 4 June 2020 
5 City of London, Air pollution in the City of London drops by a third since COVID-19 lockdown, May 2020 
6 Brunel University: COVID19: The impact on aviation and what we can do about it 1 May 2020 
7 Ibid 
8 Ibid 
9 Guardian: Coronavirus park closures hit BAME and poor Londoners most 10 April 2020 
10 Ibid 

https://epha.org/coronavirus-threat-greater-for-polluted-cities/
https://www.blf.org.uk/media-centre/press-releases/nearly-2-million-people-with-lung-conditions-notice-improved-symptoms-as
https://www.blf.org.uk/media-centre/press-releases/nearly-2-million-people-with-lung-conditions-notice-improved-symptoms-as
https://news.cityoflondon.gov.uk/air-pollution-in-the-city-of-london-drops-by-a-third-since-covid-19-lockdown/
https://www.brunel.ac.uk/news-and-events/news/articles/COVID19-The-impact-on-aviation-and-what-we-can-do-about-it
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/apr/10/coronavirus-park-closures-hit-bame-and-poor-londoners-most


        

Waste management and energy  

3.9 According to data by Suez, consumers stockpiling at the beginning of the lockdown led to a 

70% increase in tins and cans in mid-April.11 Glass waste also increased as more beer and wine was 

consumed at home. However, there was a sharp decline in the use of office photocopy paper due to 

office closures. As people are at home, households have been producing nearly 20% more rubbish 

than usual over the lockdown period, commercial waste has reduced by around 50% due to closed 

businesses.12 

 

3.10 Energy consumption during the lockdown, especially in London, was around 10% lower than usual. 

On Sunday 5 April, this led to many Londoners being paid to use energy. On 5 April, windfarms 

contributed approximately 40% of the UK’s electricity, and solar contributed nearly a fifth. Fossil 

fuels, conversely, contributed less than 15% of electricity generated on that day. This surge in 

renewable energy resulted in “the lowest price for day-ahead prices for energy in a decade.” 

Households using the Agile Octopus energy tariff on Saturday 3 April were contacted to inform 

them they would be paid 0.22p-3.3p per kWh. Octopus Energy hailed this as a success, saying of the 

Agile tariff that: “It tracks wholesale energy prices and passes them on to customers so that when 

the grid is offering negatively priced green energy those people with a smart meter and on our agile 

tariff can benefit.”
13 

 
 

4.  Issues for Consideration  
 

4.1 The Committee has invited Shirley Rodrigues, Deputy Mayor for Environment and Energy to this 

meeting. Other GLA officers may also be in attendance at this meeting. 

 

 

5. Legal Implications 
 

5.1 The Committee has the power to do what is recommended in the report.  

 

 

6. Financial Implications 
 

6.1 There is no financial implication to the GLA arising from this report 

 
 

List of appendices to this report: None.  

Local Government (Access to Information) Act 1985  
List of Background Papers: 

None 

Contact Officer: Anastassia Beliakova, Assistant Director, Scrutiny and Investigations 

Telephone: 07840 649320 

E-mail: Anastassia.Beliakova@london.gov.uk 
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 Financial Times, Lockdown leaves UK waste collectors feeling the pinch, 3 June 2020 
12

 Financial Times, Lockdown leaves UK waste collectors feeling the pinch, 3 June 2020 
13 Energy Live News: UK households paid to use electricity during Covid-19 lockdown 9 April 2020 

https://www.ft.com/content/008f1836-8a83-431c-8e2a-09bcb447b827
https://www.ft.com/content/008f1836-8a83-431c-8e2a-09bcb447b827
https://www.energylivenews.com/2020/04/09/uk-households-paid-to-use-electricity-during-covid-19-lockdown/

