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60-SECOND SUMMARY
Air pollution levels in London exceed legal and World Health Organisation (WHO) limits for NO2, 
and WHO limits for particulate matter. In 2010, for example, these pollutants caused a range of 
health problems in the capital that are estimated to have shortened lives by 140,743 years – the 
equivalent of up to 9,400 deaths, and representing an economic cost of up to £3.7 billion. Poor 
air quality in London is causing a public health problem of the highest order: air pollution is the 
second most significant factor in determining health, after smoking. If London is to continue to 
flourish and prosper as a global city it must tackle this air pollution crisis.

The principal driver of air pollution in London is road transport and, within that, diesel vehicles. 
Nearly 40 per cent of all NOx emissions within London come from diesel vehicles, and unless this 
is explicitly tackled it will be impossible to cleanse London’s air. New modelling by King’s College 
London commissioned for this report estimates that policies bringing the level of diesel cars in 
inner London down to 5 per cent of the fleet, and increasing cleaner alternatives across other 
vehicle types, would bring 99.96 per cent of London into compliance with legal levels on NO2. 
The central conclusion of this report is therefore that London must progressively phase-out diesel 
vehicles over the next decade and beyond in order to reduce air pollution levels down to legal 
and ultimately healthier levels.

This transition will take time, but there is much that the mayor can do now. This report presents 
a strategy for this mayoral term and the next.

Within the mayor’s current term, new policies to reduce air pollution should focus on increases 
in regulation and road charging, and tax reforms. Investment should then be channelled into 
sustainable alternatives, including shared transport, and support programmes for those groups 
most affected during the transition. Beyond 2020, our strategy recommends increases in the 
extent of road pricing in order to reduce the use of petrol vehicles and road miles.

These measures are likely to have a significant positive impact on London’s economy and carbon 
emissions, as well as on public health. Other global cities such as Paris, Berlin and Delhi are 
taking radical action to clean their air – it is time for London to do the same.

Read online or download at:  
www.IPPR.org/publications/lethal-and-illegal-solving-londons-air-pollution-crisis

KEY FINDINGS 
• London is breaking legal and WHO limits for 

NO2, and WHO limits for particulate matter. 
Under the existing policy regime the capital 
is not expected to reach compliance with the 
legal limits on NO2 until 2025 or beyond. No 
level of air pollution exposure is safe.

• Most air pollution in London is caused by 
road transport, of which diesel vehicles are 
the most polluting, emitting about 40 per cent 
of the capital’s total NOX emissions and a 
similar proportion for PM10. As such, many 
diesel vehicles will need to be progressively 
phased out in order to bring air pollution to 
within acceptable levels. In the near term, this 
means legal limits; in the longer run, it will mean 
reducing emissions down to negligible levels. 

• Modelling undertaken by King’s College London 
for this report estimates that policies that 
would bring the levels of diesel cars down to 
5 per cent in inner London, and drive a move 
towards cleaner alternatives across other vehicle 
types, would bring 99.96 per cent of London 
into compliance with legal levels on NO2.

• These improvements in air quality would 
result in an estimated gain of up to 1.4 million 
life-years over a lifetime across the population 
of Greater London, providing an estimated 
annualised economic benefit of up to 
£800 million (see the annex).

• Policies to achieve the reduction of air pollution 
to acceptable levels will impact millions of 
those who live, work and travel within and 
out of London, so significant investment is 
required in policies to support those groups 
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most affected and to provide alternative and 
sustainable transport options. Policies must 
send clear messages to vehicle manufacturers, 
and the mayor will need to work in concert with 
other cities and central government.

• Policy at the London level needs to be 
complemented by action at a nation and 
European Union scale. Air pollution and road 
transport manufacture, use and ownership do 
not respect borders, while the UK’s departure 
from the EU means that legislation on air pollution 
limits could be repealed and standards reduced.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR LONDON 
GOVERNMENT
Phase 1 (2016–2020)
• The mayor should extend the ultra low 

emissions zone (ULEZ) and accelerate its 
implementation, including by:

 – extending the ULEZ up to the north and 
south circular roads, bringing implementation 
forward to 2019

 – ensuring that diesel cars below the Euro 6 
standard and petrol cars below the Euro 4 
standard are charged a fee per day if they 
enter the zone

 – increasing the pollution standard on LGVs 
within the LEZ so they must meet Euro 5, 
from the current requirement of Euro 3

 – increasing the pollution standard on HGVs 
and coaches within the LEZ to Euro 6, from 
the current requirement of Euro 4

• Transport for London should procure only 
hybrid or zero emissions buses from 2018 and 
increase the emissions standard on TfL buses 
to Euro 6 within the expanded ULEZ.

• Central government should devolve vehicle 
excise duty to the London level.

• The mayor should require all newly licensed 
private hire vehicles to be zero-emissions 
capable from 2018. 

• The mayor should call on central government to 
provide a diesel scrappage scheme.

• Transport for London should determine any 
temporary exemptions and discounts for those 
most adversely affected by the expanded ULEZ.

• The mayor should include a plan for the 
expansion of the car share market in his new 
transport strategy.

Phase 2 (2020–2025)
The mayor should:
• ensure that all Euro 6 diesel cars are charged 

within the expanded ULEZ by 2025, announce 
the plan to charge all diesel cars in the 
expanded ULEZ as soon as possible

• increase the pollution standard on LGVs within 
the LEZ so that they must meet Euro 6 by 2025

• ensure that all buses are zero emissions within 
central London, and on major routes where air 
pollution levels are particularly acute

• implement a ban on all diesel taxis across 
London in 2025

• introduce an emissions charge on all non-zero-
emissions cars across inner London by 2025

• consider introducing a zero emission zone 
across central London from 2025

• mandate TfL to investigate the potential for a 
smart charging system and an integrated road 
pricing scheme in London

• ensure the revenues raised by road charging are 
reinvested into the public transport network and 
other alternative, sustainable transport options. 

OTHER RECOMMENDATIONS
Influencing EU policy
• The mayor should work with other city mayors 

around Europe to argue for implementation date 
of the conformity factors to be brought forward, 
eventually introducing a conformity factor of 
1 by 2021.

National policy
The government should:
• introduce a new Clean Air Act that targets 

air pollution, including nitrogen oxides and 
particulate matter

• introduce a diesel scrappage scheme
• progressively reform the VED regime to 

disincentivise diesel cars relative to petrol.

The Department for Transport should:
• convene all relevant departments to ensure the 

transport analysis guidance accurately reflects 
the cost of air pollution within its appraisal 
process.
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