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AIR QUALITY REVIEW

1. Summary

1.1 To present an update on air quality and its implications for health, both locally, 
and set against the national context.

2. RECOMMENDATIONS

2.1 That the information in the report, including the outcomes of the UK Air Quality 
Plan, be noted.

2.2 That the content of the report, and officers’ actions in making representations 
to Defra regarding the discrepancy between the modelled data for Dartford, 
prepared in support of the UK Air Quality Plan, and the readings obtained by 
the Council be noted.

3. Background and Discussion

3.1. Part IV of the Environment Act 1995, places a statutory duty on local 
authorities to periodically review and assess the air quality within their 
area. Where it appears that the air quality objectives will not be met by 
the designated target dates, local authorities must declare an Air 
Quality Management Area (AQMA) and develop action plans in pursuit 
of those objectives.

3.2. Four AQMAs have been declared along roads where exceedances of 
nitrogen dioxide (NO2) and fine particles (PM10) objectives were 
predicted. Other pollution sources, including commercial, industrial and 
domestic sources, also make a contribution to background pollution 
concentrations.

3.3. The Council continues to maintain a large network of air quality 
monitoring across the Borough.  Much of the monitoring is carried out 
within the existing AQMAs where results show that pollutant levels 
within these areas continue to be above the air quality objectives.

3.4. Although monitoring data from 2016 suggests that pollution levels have 
generally improved from those in the preceding year, levels remain 
high and above action levels at most monitored roadside sites.

3.5. Air pollution is associated with a number of adverse health impacts. It 
is recognised as a contributing factor in the onset of heart disease and 
cancer. Additionally, air pollution particularly affects the most 
vulnerable in society: children and older people, and those with heart 
and lung conditions. There is also often a strong correlation with 
equalities issues, because areas with poor air quality are also often the 
less affluent areas1,2.

1 Environmental equity, air quality, socioeconomic status and respiratory health, 2010
2 Air quality and social deprivation in the UK: an environmental inequalities analysis, 2006
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3.6. The annual health cost to society of the impacts of particulate matter 
alone in the UK is estimated to be around £16 billion3. 

3.7. In 2015 an air quality health review (Appendix A) was carried out to try 
to identify any correlations between wards with the highest levels of 
traffic congestion to see whether this shows any correlation between 
poor health outcomes and air pollution.

3.8. This research proved inconclusive. Whilst there is an indicator that 
measures the fraction of mortality attributable to particulate air 
pollution, this data was only available for the district as a whole. The 
only health based data available at ward level was for respiratory 
conditions including asthma and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease 
(COPD.)

3.9. Air pollution is one of many triggers that can worsen symptoms of 
asthma and COPD. Other triggers include cigarette smoking, house 
dust pollen etc. The health data doesn’t make distinctions between the 
triggers, therefore, it would not be advisable to suggest that a high 
prevalence of these conditions would be due to one overall single 
factor.

3.10.  The data also cannot account for the actual pollution that an individual 
would be exposed to. For example whilst an individual may be a 
resident within an AQMA they may spend large amounts of time 
working in areas with much lower levels of pollution and vice versa.

3.11. In 2015 Defra published a UK Air Quality Plan for tacking nitrogen 
dioxide. This plan was subject to legal challenge by environmental 
campaign group ClientEarth. The Supreme Court ruled that this plan 
did not do enough to meet the UK’s legal obligation under EU law and 
the government was instructed to prepare a revised plan.

3.12. In July 2017 Defra published a new UK Air Quality Plan (following a 
consultation draft earlier in the year).

3.13. The action plan shows that only one road in Dartford is predicted to be 
in excess of the limit value for NO2 (40 µg/m3 annual mean) in 2017 
and none by 2018. This seems highly optimistic when compared to 
monitored data that has showed in 2016 that 20 out of 54 monitoring 
locations recorded levels of NO2 in excess of this limit value with the 
highest recorded level being 58 µg/m3 (Overy Liberty).

3.14. The principle action proposed within the draft action plan is to mandate 
local authorities to implement Clean Air Zones (CAZ) within the 
shortest possible time. This is essentially handing down responsibility 
for compliance with EU limit values to local authorities.

3.15. There are two categories of Clean Air Zones set out within the Clean 
Air Zone framework: 

3 Defra. Abatement cost guidance for valuing changes in air quality, May 2013
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a) Non charging Clean Air Zones – defined areas used as a focus for 
action to improve air quality 

b) Charging Clean Air Zones – Zones where in addition to above, 
designated vehicles are charged to enter or move within the zone.

3.16. It is only once non-chargeable options have been exhausted that a 
charging Clean Air Zone would be approved by Government and thus 
be considered for appropriate funding support.

3.17. This UK Action Plan uses nationally derived modelling (based upon 
background monitoring and traffic data) to predict NO2 concentrations 
along UK roads and identifies Dartford as a local authority with NO2 
concentrations above the statutory limit.  These are only predicted to 
occur on one road, which has not been identified, and at levels far 
lower than those identified at 20 of our current monitoring sites within 
the Borough.

3.18. As the UK Action Plan predicts that NO2 levels within Dartford would by 
2020 be reduced to a level below the actionable threshold, the Council 
is not required to undertaken additional assessments and is not 
compelled to consider the implementation of a Clean Air Zone.

3.19. Earlier this year the Council received assurances from Defra that the 
A282 in Dartford would be included in the baseline model for the air 
quality plan as our monitoring data shows it significantly exceeds EU 
pollution thresholds but it was not included in the draft plan. The Air 
Quality Plan states that nationally there are 10 roads on the Strategic 
Road Network where EU thresholds are predicted to be exceeded; the 
A282 in Dartford is not identified as one of these.   Environmental 
Health has again contacted Defra for confirmation that the A282 was 
included within the modelling for the plan and for confirmation of which 
road in Dartford was predicted to be in excess of the limit value.

3.20. Environmental Health is concerned that the modelling used for the 
production of the UK Action Plan significantly underestimates pollution 
levels across the Borough and has contacted Defra to establish 
whether the Council would be required to establish a Clean Air Zone 
should the predictions within the plan not come to fruition. Officers 
have also made representations to government/Defra regarding the 
discrepancy between the modelled data used in the UK Action Plan 
and the actual readings as measured by the Council on the ground.  
Without a robust understanding of actual air pollution levels in the 
Borough, it is not possible to determine the appropriate 
actions/measures required to address it and there is unlikely to be any 
financial or other assistance from government to implement measures. 
The discrepancy therefore needs to be resolved and the appropriate air 
pollution levels agreed with government.

3.21. In 2017 Dartford contracted the data management of its air quality 
monitors to Kings College Environmental Research Group (Kings 



POLICY OVERVIEW COMMITTEE
 19 SEPTEMBER 2017

ERG). As part of the London Air Quality Network Dartford now benefits 
from being part of and supporting the health research of the largest 
urban monitoring network in Europe. 

3.22. The partnership with Kings ERG also allows the possibility for DBC to 
deliver an air quality messaging service known as airAlert. airAlert is a 
service that sends free messages direct to vulnerable people informing 
them about air pollution levels in their area allowing them to manage 
their conditions.

3.23. airAlert is currently provided by Sevenoaks District Council and 
Environmental Health is seeking funding options to expand the service 
to cover Dartford.

4. Relationship to the Corporate Plan

This relates to the corporate plan theme of Environment and 
Sustainability, specifically, strategic objective ET1 - Reduce carbon 
emissions and improve air quality in the Borough.

5. Financial, legal, staffing and other administrative implications and risk 
assessments

Financial Implications Funded from existing budgets.

Legal Implications None 

Staffing Implications None

Administrative Implications None 

Risk Assessment No uncertainties and/or constraints

6. Details of Exempt Information Category

Not applicable

7. Appendices

Appendix A – Air Pollution and Health

BACKGROUND PAPERS

Documents consulted Date /
File Ref

Report Author Section and
Directorate

Exempt
Information 
Category

Air quality plan for nitrogen dioxide 
(NO2) in the UK (2017)

Dartford Borough Council Annual 
Status Report

July 2017

August 
2017

Defra & DfT

James Fox

N/A

Env Health Srvs 
Strategic

N/A

N/A


