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_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

ACTUALITY OF DIESEL ENGINE 

 

O‟HALLORAN: For nearly twenty years, the European Union has been 

ratcheting up controls on vehicle exhaust emissions.  But with diesel vehicles, while some 

pollutants have been cut, others are now at troubling levels.  A File on 4 investigation has 

found that some of the newest diesel cars on our roads are emitting worse levels of one key 

pollutant than older cars.  

 

TATE: The emissions from the tail pipe of the vehicle were 

performing maybe ten times as bad as they should have been.  The technology simply wasn‟t 

working optimally under real world conditions.  

 

O‟HALLORAN: We‟ve also learned that the EU standards aren‟t 

delivering the pollution cuts they promised under everyday urban conditions.  Not long ago 

drivers were told diesel cars were greener, but now the top world health body says the 

emissions cause cancer.  And British doctors are implicating one chemical linked to diesel 

exhaust in potentially fatal lung infections in babies.  
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EVERARD: Clearly this is very frightening for parents who feel 

their child may die, and the sheer numbers of babies who get this condition in the winter 

place paediatric hospitals under great strain. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: So does the Government have a plan for tackling this 

sizeable threat to public health?   

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY IN BRADFORD ON AVON 

 

O‟HALLORAN: I‟m on a narrow main road snaking downhill into the 

picturesque Wiltshire town of Bradford on Avon.  What strikes you immediately here is the 

history – beautiful stone houses, narrow winding streets and alleyways and medieval bridges.  

Plus the fact that you‟re a long way from industry and motorways.  So it comes as a big 

surprise to discover this town has a real air pollution problem caused by traffic. 

Now here‟s a truck coming along .... 

 

STEEL: Yeah. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: That‟s a bigger one than the two that have just passed. 

 

STEEL: Three axels, so I need to write this one down.  See, 

now he‟s seen me, he‟s actually coming out, so we‟ll forget that one. 

  

O‟HALLORAN: On the approach to a narrow thirteenth century bridge, 

Christine Steel is making notes on a clipboard on all the heavier vehicles coming into view.  

She‟s a member of Lorry Watch, a small campaign group who say the twenty thousand odd 

vehicles passing through this very small town centre each day are ruining the air quality.     

 

STEEL: Having stood down here for over eight months, I can 

see how much traffic is going through.  I can taste it, I can smell it.  At the end of standing 

here for an hour, I feel quite ill sometimes.  Some days it‟s worse than others, depending on 

the weather and depending on the traffic volume.  But during the school holidays is always 
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STEEL cont: worse, it‟s non-stop, as you can see, and it‟s just, you 

know, we have to live with this all the time.   

 

O‟HALLORAN: The local authority has long had air quality monitoring 

devices in the town. But another environmental activist who‟s analysed the monitoring data 

over the last decade, says that the numbers for certain gaseous emissions have gone up.  

That‟s caused the town to miss the objective of meeting a vital EU air pollution limit. Bryan 

Harris, a former air quality chairman of the Avon Preservation Trust, is perplexed, because he 

says the number of vehicles going through the town has hardly changed.    

 

HARRIS:  The air pollution levels, gaseous air pollution levels in 

the worst affected street has certainly gone up by at least 40% in the ten years that I‟ve been 

involved with these measurements and calculations.  It‟s been very puzzling because our 

calculations originally done back in 2000, for example, suggested that the levels should have 

fallen by 2005 or 2010 at the latest. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: And what has happened in the event? 

 

HARRIS: It‟s not been met.  In fact, things are getting worse and 

we are now unlikely to meet our objective by 2015, which the Government really has to do 

something about. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: Wiltshire County Council expresses support for Lorry 

Watch and says Bradford on Avon is among seven places in Wiltshire with air quality 

problems.  But in most of the county it says the air quality is good.  Across Britain there are 

many towns, cities and conurbations which are breaching EU air pollution levels. In general, 

petrol vehicles aren‟t being blamed. Their exhaust emissions were greatly improved by 

technical fixes in the 1990s. But fumes from diesel vehicles have proved much more 

intractable. At the same time, the number of diesel vehicles on our roads has risen steeply, 

says Professor Frank Kelly of the Environmental Research Group at King‟s College London,  

 

KELLY: We‟ve walked somewhat blindly into a situation where 

we have more than one in two private cars now being purchased as being a diesel vehicle. 



-  4 - 

O‟HALLORAN: As opposed to about one in ten twelve years ago? 

 

KELLY: About that.  We have been blinkered, because there 

was a reason for diesel vehicles to be encouraged, and that was because of the worry about 

climate change and diesel being a more efficient fuel than petrol in certainly in previous 

years.   

 

O‟HALLORAN: So how big an environmental problem and a health 

problem do you see this as, air pollution, and particularly the role of diesel exhaust emissions 

in it? 

 

KELLY: Diesel vehicles are particularly bad emitters of 

particles, so if you‟re comparing a diesel car to a petrol car, then you can do a rough guess 

that the diesel will be producing ten to twenty times more particles than the equivalent petrol 

car.  It really is quite an enormous problem, I mean, it‟s now recognised that air pollution is 

the second biggest public health challenge we have after smoking, so this is a major cost 

driver to our NHS system. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: The exhaust emissions of diesel vehicles in particular 

have been under strong suspicion since the late 1980s in relation to cancer.  But it was only 

two months ago that the World Health Organisation delivered a long awaited but emphatic 

verdict.    

 

READER IN STUDIO: The working group found that diesel exhaust is a cause 

of lung cancer and also noted a positive association with an increased risk of bladder cancer.  

 

O‟HALLORAN: Diesel exhaust fumes contain microscopic particles of 

tar or soot. These form a large proportion of all the particulates in the air we breathe, though 

there are other significant sources as well.  In December 2010, the Government‟s own 

Committee on the Medical Effects of Air Pollutants reported that “human-made particulate 

matter” was linked with an estimated twenty-nine thousand premature deaths in Britain alone 

every year. Though that figure may come as a shock to many people, a specialist in 

respiratory medicine has told File on 4 that the medical case against diesel fumes has been 

stacking up 
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O‟HALLORAN cont: for years. Professor Sir Malcolm Green of the British 

Lung Foundation says that particles can cause serious damage when we breathe them in.    

 

GREEN: The problem with diesels is they put out these particles 

of tar, these particulates, and indeed we‟re now realising that not only do these particulates, 

which are sort of microscopic particles, cause damage, but what we are now recognising is 

what is called nanoparticles, which are even tinier particles, which get put out by diesel 

engines, miniscule particles of tar, which are extremely inhalable and which go straight 

through the delicate alveoli in the lungs into the bloodstream. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: How much surprise was there then about the World 

Health Organisation ruling in June and what do you see as the force of that ruling? 

 

GREEN: Well, there wasn‟t really any surprise, because we‟ve 

suspected for a long time that particulates can cause lung cancer in the same way as we know 

that the particulates in tar from inhaling cigarette smoke cause lung cancer. So it seemed 

inherently likely that the same was true, even if to a lesser extent, of particulates from 

pollution.  

 

O‟HALLORAN: Long ago, in an effort to combat vehicle emissions, the 

EU set air pollution limits across Europe, including one for particulates. London, Britain‟s 

biggest and busiest city, has been breaching this EU limit for some years. And that means the 

UK could one day be faced with heavy penalties. Levels of particulates in the air are recorded 

by a network of monitoring sites across Britain.  

 

ACTUALITY ON MARYLEBONE ROAD 

 

O‟HALLORAN: One monitoring station on a busy dual carriageway in 

central London is operated by King‟s College, London.   

 

FULLER: We‟re on the Marylebone Road in central London 

where about seventy or eighty thousand vehicles come past every day.  The building in front 

of us is Europe‟s foremost urban air pollution laboratory.  It‟s about the size of .... 
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O‟HALLORAN: Dr Gary Fuller shows me into what looks like a small 

shipping container on a pavement near Baker Street station. It‟s regarded as a key monitoring 

point by the environment department, DEFRA. As intakes on the roof draw in the outside air, 

banks of electronic equipment analyse it and record the details.    

 

FULLER: So, for instance, over here you can see that we are 

counting particles as they are coming in, so you can see the device here is telling us that 

there‟s around six and a half, seven thousand particles in each cubic centimetre of air that‟s 

outside.  We‟re also interested in the chemical composition of the particles that are out there.  

For instance, is it sulphate that might have come from Europe or is it very much black carbon 

that might have come from the vehicles as they‟re going past us on the road now? 

 

O‟HALLORAN: To combat particulates and other pollutants, the 

Greater London Authority has its own Air Quality Strategy, under which older and more 

polluting taxis are being phased out. And thousands of buses are being retrofitted with filters 

to screen out particulates. Such measures have won support from the environmental lobby. 

But there‟s less approval for another scheme brought in by Mayor Boris Johnson. It involves 

so-called dust suppressant trucks. They‟ve been deployed at night time on about twenty miles 

of main roads in London, partly to try and stick the particulates to the road.  A campaign 

group, Clean Air in London, has alleged the Greater London Authority is concentrating the 

dust suppression operation around a few key monitoring sites as a way of improving or 

distorting the figures the UK has to report back to Europe. The founder of Clean Air in 

London is Simon Birkett. 

 

BIRKETT: What the Mayor has used are effectively converted 

gritter trucks, which spray on the road surface to, I guess, trap or glue these dangerous 

particles to the road, but for very short periods of time. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: But if you bring down the dust on the worst days, 

doesn‟t that help people locally? 

 

BIRKETT: Well, the Mayor claims that the pollution suppressor 

truck can reduce concentrations of the particles by something like 10% or 14%, but through a 

Freedom of Information Request, Clean Air in London discovered that the Mayor is targeting 
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BIRKETT cont: the use of these air pollution suppressor trucks by the 

monitoring stations most likely to report a legal breach.  Now using the pollution suppressor 

trucks by those monitors is public health fraud on an industrial scale.  If he was using this to 

protect public health, he‟d be doing it really near schools or hospitals or something like that. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: So how does the Greater London Authority respond? 

Mayor Boris Johnson‟s environmental advisor is Matthew Pencharz.  He insists the route 

taken by the dust suppressant trucks is based purely on where the pollution readings tend to 

be worst.  

So it‟s a coincidence really that these trucks go past these particular monitoring sites, DEFRA 

monitoring sites, which are really rather a key part of the numbers they return to Brussels? 

 

PENCHARZ: Well, we chose those routes because they were 

modelled to be the places with the highest particulate matter.  What would be the point in 

sending dust suppressant trucks down roads which didn‟t have a particulate matter problem?  

That would be a complete waste of time and money. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: But this measure of dust suppressing trucks doesn‟t 

really have the feel of something intended to fundamentally change air quality for Londoners, 

does it?  I mean, if that were the case you‟d be doing it in every borough, wouldn‟t you? 

 

PENCHARZ: Well, it‟s part of a package of measures, isn‟t it?  I 

mean, it‟s not just dust suppressants.  We were doing other things also to address pollution to 

see if it works. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: But you‟re quite clear you‟re not trying to massage the 

figures, the numbers that are being fed back to Brussels? 

 

PENCHARZ: Well, I made that quite clear, that accusing the Mayor 

of public health fraud – or fraud of any kind – is absolutely unacceptable. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: While local measures to combat air pollution don‟t 

come cheap, it‟s the impact of bad air on health that costs the taxpayer most. Britain has the 

second highest death rates from some common respiratory diseases.  And the total bill for 
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O‟HALLORAN cont: Government due to air pollution has been reckoned at 

anything from £8 billion to £20 billion a year. Lord Taylor of Holbeach is a minister at the 

environment department, DEFRA. He prefers not to see the challenge in financial terms.  

What is your view here in DEFRA of the annual cost of this bad air quality? 

   

TAYLOR: Well, we‟ve not calculated our decisions on that basis.  

What we have done is recognised that for some people in particular, air quality is a problem 

which affects their lives and we want to ameliorate it for its own sake.  It‟s not a cost issue, 

it‟s a matter of actually making sure that we improve air quality and people‟s health thereby. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: And you accept, do you, that it‟s costing around 

twenty-nine thousand deaths earlier than they would happen otherwise in this country per 

year? 

 

TAYLOR: Well, that's a contentious issue, but you know, let‟s put 

it this way ... 

 

O‟HALLORAN: It‟s a figure given to Government by a government 

committee. 

 

TAYLOR: Yes, it is indeed, I‟ve seen the figure myself, but  

rather than get bogged down on arguments as to the accuracy of the figure, we know that 

poor air quality can affect people‟s lives, and tackling that for its own sake is the most 

important thing. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: Driven by tougher regulation, the motor industry has 

had great success in cutting particulates from diesel exhaust. But environmental scientists are 

now focusing on another serious pollutant linked to diesel emissions and also blamed for ill 

health. This time it‟s a gas - nitrogen dioxide. It‟s seen as a marker for a cocktail of harmful 

substances. To study how much of this gas comes out of individual vehicles, researchers have 

used new and sophisticated gadgetry on city streets.    

 

ACTUALITY WITH COMPUTER 
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TATE: So, from the vehicle‟s number plate, we can cross-

reference that to the UK vehicle registration database, so we know, for example, that this is a 

petrol car that‟s just driven through the monitoring system, and it has very low levels of 

oxides of nitrogen.  Here we have an eight year old diesel car that‟s just driven through the 

monitoring station and it has much higher levels of oxides of nitrogen. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: In a van equipped with remote sensing equipment,  

Dr James Tate of the Institute for Transport Studies at Leeds University, displays images on a 

screen of a series of cars as they passed by during a research project.  Next to each car are 

shown the levels of various pollutants in the exhaust.  Dr Tate says efforts to cut particulates 

in diesel emissions seem to have pushed up the output of nitrogen dioxide.   

 

TATE: Modern diesel vehicles, to attempt to clean up the 

emissions of particles, they have had particle filters added and these are there with a primary 

purpose of reducing the tail pipe emissions of particles.  This is all well and good and they 

are quite effective and that technology has been improving.  But in urban driving conditions, 

with lots of stop-start driving and emissions during idling phases, they‟re not effective and 

therefore emissions of oxides of nitrogen are much higher. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: It seems this has contributed to some cars over fifteen 

years old doing better in cities on this measure than some of the most recent models.  

 

TATE: In the last fifteen years or so, the emission performance 

of diesel cars hasn‟t improved at all for oxides of nitrogen.  If anything, in the last few years 

there‟s actually an increase. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: So actually the 2010 vehicle, that‟s emitting more 

oxides of nitrogen than 2009, that‟s emitting more than 2008 and that‟s more than 2007 

vehicle? 

 

TATE: On average, that‟s right. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: What was your reaction really when you began to see 

the actual readings coming from these very modern vehicles you were monitoring? 
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TATE: Honestly?  We were quite staggered.  The emission 

performance of these vehicles on the road, as we say in real world driving conditions, hasn‟t 

been improving. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: Nitrogen dioxide was one of the targets of a series of 

apparently tough vehicle emissions tests which began to be imposed on manufacturers by the 

European Union nearly twenty years ago. These were dubbed the Euro standards. The most 

recent new models have had to meet the Euro 5 Standard, brought in three years ago. The 

Euro standards were expected to bring in steep and lasting cuts in nitrogen dioxide emissions. 

But researchers became puzzled about five years ago as levels of the gas measured in streets 

first began to flat-line and then in some places to rise again. Dr Tate says that with remote 

sensing devices, his team found that in urban conditions the actual emissions from the 

tailpipe of a given car model are often way in excess of what he‟d expect from the vehicle‟s 

Euro Standard. 

 

TATE: For the latest generation of Euro 5 diesel cars, for 

example, since those standards were imposed, those types of vehicle are emitting five times 

as much oxides of nitrogen in urban driving conditions. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: So the vehicle on the road is not doing the same thing 

as the manufacturer suggested it does according to their tests in the laboratory or the factory? 

 

TATE: Yes, and the legislated tests in the laboratory or 

factory. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: So what accounts for that? 

 

TATE: It‟s because the motor manufacturers have been able to 

set these vehicles up for the test conditions, which are very basic, but in real driving 

conditions at higher power demands, they‟re not really controlling oxides of nitrogen very 

well at all. 
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O‟HALLORAN: The results from the Leeds research have been sent to 

the environment department, DEFRA.  And King‟s College, London have told us that work 

they‟ve done in the last few months will confirm the thrust of the Leeds findings. So how 

come the nitrogen dioxide emissions from actual modern cars on the road often don‟t seem to 

match up to the lower levels that seemed to be in prospect under the Euro standards?  I asked 

the European Commission‟s environment spokesman, Joe Hennon.  

 

HENNON: We would argue that companies have actually gone out 

of their way to, if you like, trick the testing system so their cars are set up to meet a particular 

standard and then they don‟t perform that way on the road.  It‟s playing the system, if you 

like, it‟s making sure that your product passes the test that it‟s set, and I suppose car 

manufacturers can argue that that‟s what they‟re required by law to do and that it‟s up to the 

regulators to make sure that the tests actually approach what real life emissions would be. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: Is it possible the problem is actually with your own 

Euro Standards and that these simply have not been realistic enough? 

 

HENNON: Yes, we could certainly say that.  I think I‟d be the first 

one to agree with you that we need to revise the tests and that the tests haven‟t been as 

effective as we would have wanted them to be.  Having said that, the Euro Standards, they are 

adopted by all of the member states, so it‟s not something that the European Commission just 

decides, „Let‟s have this as the test.‟  It goes through a whole consultation process with 

stakeholders and with member states, so the test has been agreed by twenty-seven countries 

across the EU.  The next standard is due to come in in 2014 and it‟s a lot tighter, but I think in 

the meantime we also have to work on the actual testing process itself, and we‟re doing that 

at present. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: The vehicle makers deny that anything underhand has 

been done. They insist they‟ve made huge efforts to meet increasingly tight standards set 

down by the EU. Paul Everitt is Chief Executive of the Society of Motor Manufacturers and 

Traders.  

 



-  12 - 

EVERITT: We have delivered exactly what we were asked to do, 

tough regulatory regime, which has imposed very significant costs on the industry which we 

have met, happily met, and worked with regulators to deliver cleaner vehicles. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: And this whole idea coming from the European 

Commission that possibly motor manufacturers are sometimes gaming the system, gaming 

the standards, doing some sort of something sort of mysterious, some sort of trickery going 

on, what would you say about all that? 

 

EVERITT: Well again, I just find it‟s always the same kind of 

thing, isn‟t it, which is that as an industry I think we try to work with trust and confidence 

with the regulators that we work with.  It just seems that whenever things haven‟t gone as 

people would have liked them to have gone, that they look towards somebody to be 

responsible for that.  I don‟t think that vehicle manufacturers take these matters very lightly.  

For us, the integrity of our products, their environmental performance are key parts of the 

proposition that we make to consumers and I think that would be reflected in the way that we 

approach things like emission standards. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: But what about the Leeds University research and their 

finding that the actual amounts of nitrogen dioxide emitted from diesel cars made in the last 

few years can be much higher than predicted from the Euro Standard which the vehicle met? 

Paul Everitt of the Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders says he can‟t comment 

directly on the research as he hasn‟t seen it.  

 

EVERITT: Now there‟s no doubt that the way a vehicle is driven, 

how it‟s maintained and serviced and a range of operational factors will impact on its relative 

performance, but in terms of the products themselves, there is no doubt that they are 

substantially cleaner than they were five, ten, fifteen or twenty years ago. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: Yet the University of Leeds, they do insist on this point 

really, that the emissions coming out of diesel vehicles are much much higher than would be 

predicted by the emissions factors and by the Euro Standards. 
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EVERITT: I‟m trying to understand, unless they have a rationale 

for that, it‟s quite difficult, I mean, you know, if they‟ve got evidence, by roadside evidence 

I‟m sure that‟s the case.  But again, I think that I would say there is a difference between 

what is achieved at aggregate and that which may be identified in particular traffic hotspots 

or air quality hotspots, because clearly the conditions in those areas are different. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: But wherever responsibility lies, the net result is that in 

many places in Britain, nitrogen dioxide emissions are not improving. Sheffield is a case in 

point.  Here local campaigner Neil Parry has been battling for years to draw attention to 

nitrogen dioxide.  

 

ACTUALITY OF NEIL PARRY WITH DIFFUSION TUBE  

 

PARRY: This is leafy suburb called Millhouses and we‟re at the 

junction here of Archer Road and Abbeydale Road. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: And what is this little tube up on the wall we‟ve come 

to see? 

 

PARRY: It‟s called diffusion tubes.  It‟s a little plastic tube with 

a rubber top and inside it you‟ll see there‟s a little gauze in there which has got some 

chemicals on which react to the nitrogen dioxide.  Every month that tube‟s replaced, the date 

is recorded, you know, the date on, date off, the batch number and things, and then it‟s all put 

in a jiffy bag and sent to our project. 

  

O‟HALLORAN: Neil Parry began to be troubled by bad air quality in 

East Sheffield over ten years ago. The fumes there from a nearby motorway led him to form a 

community group - East End Quality of Life. He organises the collection of samples from 

scores of monitoring points in the city, with NHS and city council funding. This area - 

Millhouses - has trees and parks, and to learn that it suffers air pollution comes as a surprise.  

 

PARRY: In this part of town, in the last two years, it‟s got worse 

than when we first started. 
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O‟HALLORAN: And why do you think that is? 

 

PARRY: There‟s more and more vehicles in this area.  We‟ve 

got more diesels than we used to have and that‟s affecting it, and there‟s more developments 

in the area. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: So at how many other sites in the city are the EU limit 

values being breached, do you think? 

 

PARRY: All the sites that we‟ve got on main arterial roads into 

the city, there‟s problems with the nitrogen dioxide. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: So you‟re running above the EU limits on all these 

main roads? 

 

PARRY: Most of the places where we‟re monitoring on the main 

roads, yes. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: Not far away, in the Sheffield Children‟s Hospital, 

doctors are trying to quantify the impact of air pollution on their patients. Because every 

winter the hospital‟s resources are badly overstretched by epidemics of a serious and 

distressing lung infection - bronchiolitis - among small babies.  

 

ACTUALITY AT HOSPITAL 

 

EVERARD: We‟re on one of the medical wards at the Sheffield 

Children‟s Hospital and, as you can see from the board, we‟ve got a few spaces, but it‟s still 

quite busy.  In the winter it is absolutely inundated with babies with bronchiolitis.  The nurses 

are just run off their feet trying to feed babies, give them oxygen and simply find places to 

put them. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: To try to get to the bottom of these epidemics of 

bronchiolitis, Professor Mark Everard and his colleagues last year began a research project to 

see if the outbreaks were linked to a particular pollutant – nitric oxide – a close relative of 
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O‟HALLORAN cont: nitrogen dioxide and also found in diesel emissions. 

They had noticed that the worst outbreaks of the illness occurred when nitric oxide levels 

would be high, during intensive car use in the Christmas rush and the New Year sales.    

 

EVERARD: Acute bronchiolitis is a very distressing illness 

affecting young babies.  They‟re normally previously completely well, develop what looks 

like a simple cold and suddenly they develop quite severe respiratory difficulties. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: What threat does it pose really to the baby‟s health? 

 

EVERARD: About 25% of babies, because they‟ve got poor 

immunity from the parents, it gets down onto the lungs, and once you‟ve got inflammation 

within the lungs they start getting difficulty breathing, and in the more severe cases it can be 

life-threatening.  

 

O‟HALLORAN: But how did they first come to suspect vehicle 

emissions?  Professor Everard says it was because the bronchiolitis virus was hardly 

detectable in summer, but became almost overwhelming in winter when car use was very 

high.   

  

EVERARD: What we discovered was that nitric oxide, if you give it 

to the cells, causes the virus to suddenly reappear having been lying dormant for maybe six 

months, so we discovered that the nitric oxide from the environment can trigger the virus into 

action.  And then we started looking at nitric oxide in the environment in Sheffield, and it 

was clear that the peaks of nitric oxide were very similar to the peaks of the virus. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: So how significant a suspect really are vehicle 

emissions in terms of, you know, high levels of nitric oxide in the air in Sheffield when that 

arises? 

 

EVERARD: Vehicle emissions are top of the list of suspects in 

terms of the high levels of nitric oxide and certainly as vehicle activity goes up they are the 

areas we see high levels of nitric oxide, so we think the nitric oxide is the trigger for both the 

onset of the epidemic and the severity of the epidemic. 
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O‟HALLORAN: The conclusion being that a major or the major factor 

prompting bronchiolitis among babies in the winter here is nitric oxide and most of it comes 

from vehicles? 

 

EVERARD: That would be our expectation.  You can never 

prejudge your results, but all the evidence we have up till now would support that suggestion. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: That kind of medical research is of great concern for 

the Chartered Institute of Environmental Health. It speaks for environmental health officers 

across the country. Its Head of Policy, David Kidney, is a former Labour climate minister. He 

reckons that over the last fifteen years, while Whitehall has focused strongly on carbon 

dioxide going into the upper atmosphere, the damage to health from poor air quality at 

ground level has been side-lined.     

  

KIDNEY: Well, I certainly think the focus on tackling climate 

change, which is very, very important of course, has led people to make perhaps the 

assumption that if we‟re tackling carbon emissions, we‟re tackling other harmful emissions, 

and what we see is the evidence tells us that‟s completely wrong.  And so in the case of 

diesel, we thought we were improving air quality, but actually the health effects of using 

more diesel is worse.  I don‟t think the Government is doing nearly enough to tackle the 

problems of air pollution, be they about climate change or public health impacts. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: The Commons Environmental Audit Committee has 

also taken the Government to task. In a report last November, it charged it with failing to get 

to grips with the air quality issue. It noted that on nitrogen dioxide: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Forty out of the UK‟s forty-three assessment zones are 

failing to meet EU targets …. The Government must not continue to put the health of the 

nation at risk.  

 

O‟HALLORAN: However DEFRA minister, Lord Taylor, insists that air 

quality is certainly a priority for the Government.  
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TAYLOR: Well, it‟s one of my priorities, because I‟ve only been 

in the department here for nine months, but I recognise this as being an area where 

Government really did need to drive policy forward and to drive measures across 

Government to make sure that we were in a position to meet these targets in the future. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: How concerned are you really that there are I think 

about forty places in this country, and these are significant areas all over the country, that are 

in breach of nitrogen dioxide EU limits? 

 

TAYLOR: Well yes, I am aware of that.  I mean, they are not in 

breach every day, this is a period and weather-linked phenomenon, but it is a cause for 

concern and it‟s exactly the reason why we have air quality measures in place and a reduction 

of pollutants at the heart of our air quality policy.  For the majority of the country, most 

people enjoy high quality air and so this .... 

 

O‟HALLORAN: But there is a number of cities, a number of 

conurbations, it runs into dozens, where air quality limits are regularly being breached. 

 

TAYLOR: You are quite right and that‟s why we‟re focusing with 

those local authorities in those areas to make sure that that‟s where we focus our efforts. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: However, Professor Frank Kelly of King‟s College, 

London wants to see government policies which give air quality a higher profile and which 

address the growing proportion of diesel vehicles on the roads.  He says that, unlike the 

smogs of the past, which were very obvious and caused acute illness, modern day pollution 

mostly can‟t be seen and has therefore tended to be ignored.  

 

KELLY: It‟s certainly invisible and that‟s part of the issue.  

People don‟t realise that they‟re breathing air of poor quality.  The health effects which are 

related to that are not immediate anymore, they are long term, they are chronic, and as a 

consequence then it is very difficult for the individual to know how they are contributing to 

the problem, because they can‟t see it, they can‟t appreciate it, and of course it‟s very easy for 

our politicians to ignore or put on the side, because again of the same reasons. 
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O‟HALLORAN: How proactive do you think the Government is being 

really in trying to tackle this problem?  Is it tackling the problem of poor air quality head on 

or not? 

 

KELLY: No, I don‟t think it is. I mean, it has been asked on a 

number of occasions to contribute to and improve the awareness of the problem with the 

public.  That has not yet been taken forward.  And then secondly, this issue regarding really 

the major use of diesel in our urban environment, both in our public transport systems and 

now in a private car use is really something which we need to start to reverse. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: The Government continues to insist that air quality in 

most geographical areas of the UK is good. But it does concede that many people live in 

areas where air pollution is sometimes bad. However, Lord Taylor resists any idea that the 

Government should steer people away from buying diesel vehicles.  

Is your department and other Government departments contemplating the idea of introducing 

some disincentives for people to not buy diesel vehicles perhaps in the future, given the 

enormous health impact there seems to be? 

 

TAYLOR: No, that‟s not on the agenda at the current time. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: Right.  Would it be considered in the future, do you 

think? 

 

TAYLOR: Well, I don‟t rule out anything.  The key thing is that 

we want to solve this problem, but I think to try and pinpoint it on a particular type of fuel is 

perhaps to misread the situation to the extent that this is going to require a mix of measures to 

continue the improvement that there has been over recent years and indeed over my lifetime 

in air quality. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: The reason I ask about disincentives for diesel vehicles 

is there is this overwhelming evidence now, emissions from diesel engines in some respects 

are twenty times worse than those from petrol engines. 
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TAYLOR: Well, it depends what you‟re measuring and I have 

given you an answer on that.  I don‟t want to get drawn on particular engine types, because I 

don‟t think, frankly, that‟s helpful.  We have to live with where we are. 

 

O‟HALLORAN: For years now, drivers have thought that diesel 

vehicles produce fewer greenhouse gases and are better for the environment. But the latest 

research reveals a disturbing aspect of diesel emissions of which many people are ignorant. 

While the car makers try to grapple with the science, it seems they and the European 

Commission are offering no early solutions. If the vehicles themselves can‟t be fixed 

technically, then pressure on the Government on traffic levels and over vehicle choices could 

well increase, as the facts about invisible modern day air pollution become better understood.  
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