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Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 
 

Inquiry into air quality in Scotland 
 

Written submission from Mic Starbuck 
 

Mic Starbuck 
 
Mic is a former chemistry, environmental and rural science teacher, senior lecturer 
and retired senior FE college manager. He is very experienced in the Scottish mental 
health and environmental voluntary sectors and he currently facilitates the RSA 
(Royal Society for the Art, Manufactures and Commerce) Scotland Fellows 
Wellbeing Network.  He has a diagnosis of asthma from childhood and more recently 
a worsening MCS (Multiple Chemical Sensitivity) disorder, particularly in relation to 
exhaust fumes. 
 
Responsibilities of the Scottish and UK Governments 
The UK government is the member state of the EU (European Union) and is 
primarily responsible for implementing and enforcing EU legislation. This is now 
under threat due to BREXIT (an abbreviation for "British exit" from the EU) and the 
proposed “repatriation” of all EU legislation. However, Scotland is a separate legal 
jurisdiction with in the UK and makes its own laws and under the Devolution 
Settlement, has separate powers for Environmental and Public Health. Both 
Governments are responsible for compliance with UN (United Nations) treaties and 
international obligations. 
 
We do not have elected “Mayors” in Scotland with the powers of the English 
and Welsh examples to close city centres on the European model of declared 
“smog days”. In fact, the responsibility for such action appears very fragmented 
across SEPA (Scottish Environmental Protection Agency), the local NHS (National 
Health Service) Public Health Directorates and the local authority Environmental 
Health Directorates. It has been suggested that the only authority for such action lies 
with the local chief fire officers if a “chemical” emergency was declared. 
 
DEFRA (Department of Environment, Farming and Rural Affairs) still retain 
some considerable powers in Scotland for example the “reference” network of 
meters, which supplies data to the EU and WHO (World Health Organisation), that 
have issued regular street rankings and warnings which appear to be largely 
ignored. And with the UK Meteorological Office to issue advance alerts and forecasts 
of poor air quality. The Scottish AQ network issues daily delayed alerts based on an 
8 hour “moderated” average, which are not only useless to sufferers like myself, but 
when combined with the use of “Traffic light” displays are potentially dangerous to all 
citizens with sensitivity or severe reaction to individual pollutants. This problem is 
compound by the radius of accuracy of the fixed meter network, which are point 
sources, leading to a coarse “granularity” of the ensuing maps. 
 
These issues were highlighted in the recent report by Mr. Baskut Tuncak, UN 
Special Rapporteur (Toxics) following his visit to us in January. I organised a “Civic 
Society” meeting for him here in Glasgow and 14 of us presented evidence to him in 
addition to other meetings organised for him across Scotland and the wider UK. His 
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final report is due in September. I attach our summary report for this event and his 
own post visit report and his comments on BREXIT to the UK (United Kingdom) 
Government. 
http://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=21131&La
ngID=E 
You may also wish to consider this report alongside those listed by the 
Environmental Lawyers, Client Earth in the long running case with the UK 
Government. https://www.clientearth.org/high-court-judgment-air-pollution-shot-
across-bows-government/ 
Following the UN event and a previous written enquiry by my MSP (Member of the 
Scottish Parliament) to the SCMO (Scottish Chief Medical Officer). I have made a 
formal complaint to the Director of Public Health for NHS Lanarkshire, that my life 
and health are at risk during poor air quality events. His Depute met with me and 
invited a senior representative of the SLC Environmental Health team, who has since 
made a valuable introduction towards mitigating some of these problems locally, with 
wearable monitors, this may allow me to continue to live in my local community, with 
my family. 
 
Following recent press coverage regarding the UK Government’s intentions to alter 
current environmental legislation and its enforcement as part of the “repatriation” 
process, I would emphasise that you note the origins of much of this legislation lie in 
our continuing obligations to honour UN agreements and treaties. 
 
A formal complaint 
Thus, before I lose my rights to do so, if they are to be abrogated by the UK 
Government, I use this opportunity to escalate my complaint to yourselves, The 
Scottish Government and in particular for the joint attentions of the SCMO and the 
CEO of SEPA. I now cannot afford the time to await a measured response and so 
will escalate the complaint further to the UK Government and beyond. 
“I wish to assert my rights to life, to health, to family life, to access trustworthy 
data, to policy making and to justice in these matters and wish to further 
assert that the Precautionary Principle be applied by the Scottish Government, 
its subsidiary agencies and local authorities to enforce and protect these 
rights.” 
 
Avoidance Strategies 
Consultants and General Medical Practioners advise the development of avoidance 
strategies to mitigate the worst effects of exposures to pollutants. This is not readily 
feasible unless citizens have a means of determining their individual exposures, with 
some reasonable accuracy, within their locality. 
 
Citizen Access to Environmental Data: The Aarhaus Convention 
Under this UN convention citizens are guaranteed access to appropriate 
environmental data to allow them to participate in decision making. Inter alia it is 
implicit that they should have access to accurate data such that they can make their 
own decisions about managing their health. The UK Governments compliance report 
on this for 2014 can be found on  
https://www.unece.org/env/pp/reports_trc_implementation_2014.html There is so far, 
no 2107 draft report. 
 

http://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=21131&LangID=E
http://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=21131&LangID=E
https://www.clientearth.org/high-court-judgment-air-pollution-shot-across-bows-government/
https://www.clientearth.org/high-court-judgment-air-pollution-shot-across-bows-government/
https://www.unece.org/env/pp/reports_trc_implementation_2014.html
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The Precautionary Principle A more recent development of the interpretation of the 
Hippocratic oath “First do no Harm”. Developed in the 1980’s as a legal concept and 
enshrined in EU Law and UN Conventions. 
  
Evidence Based Practice (EBP) is important because it aims to provide the most 
effective care that is available, with the aim of improving patient outcomes. Patients 
expect to receive the most effective care based on the best available evidence. The 
delivery of modern medicine has come increasingly to rely on this essential practice. 
 
Estimating Community Health Impacts 
From the COSLA (Convention of Scottish Local Authorities) SECURE event 
organised by Stefan Reis. http://www.gla.ac.uk/media/media_499205_en.pdf 
 
From his lectures on the “Exposome” concept (defined as the measure of all the 
exposures of an individual in a lifetime and how those exposures relate to health) 
and communications with Professor John Cherrie at Institute of Medicine/Heriot Watt 
University (IoM/HWU). https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28420222 
Citizens may be found to be increasingly susceptible to single elements of the 
general mixture of poor air quality and some are badly affected by two or more 
indoor and outdoor pollutants acting synergistically. In my case Oxides of Nitrogen 
and Ozone. The groups found to be adversely affected include the following:- 
Sufferers of lung disorders such as asthma, COPD (chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease), emphysema, bronchitis etc 
Those at risk of heart disease and strokes 
The young and elderly with reduced or developing lung function 
The most deprived living near sources of pollution, main roads etc. 
The most exposed at work, emergency services, taxi drivers, traffic wardens, bicycle 
couriers etc 
Those compromised by other illnesses and previous exposures such as ME/CFS 
(Myalgic Encephalomyelitis/ Chronic Fatigue Syndrome) which now includes POTS 
(Postural orthostatic tachycardia syndrome), MCS, Dementia sufferers, and other 
organ systems found to be subject to exposures eg kidneys, nervous system, the 
brain etc. This includes legacies in relation to, pesticides (sheep dip), war, jet 
engines, building materials, furnishings “outgassing” etc 
 
Some Numerical and Statistical Estimates 
WHO global estimates annual exposures of 92% of all peoples. Death rates for 
outdoor pollution of 3million and indoors of 6.5million. 
 http://www.who.int/mediacentre/news/releases/2016/air-pollution-estimates/en/ 
A 60million Medicare cohort study in the United States recently published shows 
considerable mortality due to air pollution especially among the most vulnerable 
groups, below current agreed safe levels.  Thus, a conclusion that there are no safe 
levels of exposure for the most susceptible.   
http://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMoa1702747 
 
Are there 40,000 excess deaths a year across the UK “attributable” to air 
pollution?  
This report refers to the work of Professor Kelly and others in London and the official 
COMEAP UK Government body.  

http://www.gla.ac.uk/media/media_499205_en.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28420222
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/news/releases/2016/air-pollution-estimates/en/
http://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMoa1702747


AQ017 

4 

http://energydesk.greenpeace.org/2017/03/06/air-pollution-cause-40000-deaths-
every-year-fact-check-linked/  Now estimated at 60,000 and increasing as more 
research results are released. 
 
In Scotland  
A very comprehensive review and seminar by Professor David Newby of Edinburgh. 
http://www.scottishairquality.co.uk/assets/documents/reports/3_SAQD_Seminar_Ne
wby.pdf 
A roundtable discussion for the Holyrood Magazine, in which I participated. 
https://www.holyrood.com/articles/inside-politics/journey-clean-air-roundtable-
discussion-air-pollution 
 
Current Governmental Actions 
Proposals and actions to partially and then completely ban internal combustion 
engines (UK target 2040!) for transport are emerging. The shift from carbon based 
sources of power and heat to renewables is accelerating. However, citizens health 
and lives will remain at risk for many years to come, not least from the many other 
sources of pollution both indoors and out. 
 
Urgent Actions Required 
We need, Scottish versions of LEZ’s (Low Emission Zones) and curbs on traffic 
during “smog” days, which should be defined as individual exceedences, eg NO2 
(Nitrogen Dioxide) would seem be an essential and urgent start to tackling this new 
public health epidemic. As would a scrappage scheme for the older vehicles 
especially for shipping, planes, lorries, buses and taxis. Better monitoring and 
enforcement of emissions standards, during idling and on the move to offset the 
installation of anti-regulatory software is essential. 
 
However, the Government must be aware that traffic emissions from diesel vehicles 
are not the only problem. Most recently Professor Kelly has argued that a major 
reduction in total traffic volumes is essential to combat “particulate” pollution from 
sources in addition to combustion. https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/total-ban-on-
cars-the-only-way-to-beat-air-pollution-says-expert-frank-kelly-nftcfxgz2 
Electricity prices continue to remain stubbornly high and in many cases, are even 
rising, despite the much increased, capacity for renewable generation. Thus, the 
heating of buildings and the cooking of food, which are two major sources of 
pollutants in addition to traffic, continue to be dominated by carbon based sources of 
energy. http://www.moneysupermarket.com/hubs/gas-and-electricity/energy-price-
rises-report/ 
The increasing use of wood burning and other forms of biomass energy generation 
not only increases the production of noxious gases but also much particulate 
pollution and should not be seen as a solution to the problem. In particular, SEPA 
and the local authorities have come under pressure from the private sector to accept 
“incineration” as an alternative to landfill, when recycling has proven increasingly 
difficult and we remain woefully behind our European neighbour’s targets and 
achievements. 
Positive Actions  
We have excellent research and development staff at our Universities tackling the 
problems of measuring air quality and estimating health impacts. 

http://energydesk.greenpeace.org/2017/03/06/air-pollution-cause-40000-deaths-every-year-fact-check-linked/
http://energydesk.greenpeace.org/2017/03/06/air-pollution-cause-40000-deaths-every-year-fact-check-linked/
http://www.scottishairquality.co.uk/assets/documents/reports/3_SAQD_Seminar_Newby.pdf
http://www.scottishairquality.co.uk/assets/documents/reports/3_SAQD_Seminar_Newby.pdf
https://www.holyrood.com/articles/inside-politics/journey-clean-air-roundtable-discussion-air-pollution
https://www.holyrood.com/articles/inside-politics/journey-clean-air-roundtable-discussion-air-pollution
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/total-ban-on-cars-the-only-way-to-beat-air-pollution-says-expert-frank-kelly-nftcfxgz2
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/total-ban-on-cars-the-only-way-to-beat-air-pollution-says-expert-frank-kelly-nftcfxgz2
http://www.moneysupermarket.com/hubs/gas-and-electricity/energy-price-rises-report/
http://www.moneysupermarket.com/hubs/gas-and-electricity/energy-price-rises-report/
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We recently had two groups of EU and local students, successfully respond to our 
local RSA challenge to develop wearable Air Quality monitors and an alarm at 
Glasgow Caledonian University(GCU). 
We also brought together a group of volunteer “Citizen Scientists”, in Glasgow and 
South Lanarkshire to undertake a mask study to measure increases in exhaled 
breath as an indicator of exposures to poor air quality. An ongoing postgraduate 
study supervised by Institute of Medicine/Heriot Watt University. 
We are currently developing Social Enterprise based projects including; a co-
operative “greenspace”, a further iteration of the air monitor; and collaborative 
fieldwork to quantify good and bad environmental measurements. 
 
Conclusions 
Like climate change to which this “wicked” problem is closely linked, it is not readily 
resolvable by any one scientific discovery or policy action. The process of 
“reductionism” ie thinking of the problem as composed of single parts, each of which 
may be resolved by separate policy actions is not feasible. It is estimated that 
humankind has released over 30,000 chemicals into the environment, impinging on 
our collective “Exposome”. A holistic approach is required and some of the thinking 
may be counter-intuitive as we found in the Sim City computer game simulations we 
made of Glasgow. http://slideplayer.com/slide/7854067/ 
 
International treaties and obligations must be observed, even post BREXIT. In 
particular, the Aarhaus Convention’s three pillars, of access to reliable data, public 
participation in decision making and affordable access to restorative justice.  
https://www.unece.org/env/pp/guidelines_nir_2017.html 
 
Under the Precautionary Principle and the Hippocratic Oath, the duty of Public and 
Environmental Health officials and managers is clear, appropriate actions must be 
taken timeously to protect citizens. 
The understanding of measuring air quality and health is rapidly evolving. Wearable 
devices from basic “Fitbits” ie step counters to full blown (electro-cardiograms) ECGs 
are now readily available and increasingly reducing in price but not yet cheaply for 
the ordinary citizen. This is part of a rapidly emerging market for such products 
driving forward their development. These have very considerable implications for the 
practice of medicine and the delivery of Public Health measures, potentially leading 
to very substantial reductions in public expenditures:  
http://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/articleabstract/2089651?utm_source=silvercha
ir  
The monitors cannot only act as alarms but with a mobile phone “app”, also allow 
individuals to time and measure their exposures. Such that if personal alerts and 
alarms are improved and made available to the most vulnerable, it will not be 
necessary to entirely close City Centres or major streets as some economic 
“doomsayers” predict. It is thus incumbent on legislators to act on the available 
evidence in achieving the right balance between environmental health and social and 
economic developments. 
Are there conflicts in policies or barriers to successful delivery of the air 
quality objectives? 
 

Annexe 
 

http://slideplayer.com/slide/7854067/
https://www.unece.org/env/pp/guidelines_nir_2017.html
http://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/articleabstract/2089651?utm_source=silverchair
http://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/articleabstract/2089651?utm_source=silverchair


AQ017 

6 

Meeting with UNSR “Toxics”: Summary of Cases, Citizens Reports and 
Recommendations 
 
There are failures to comply with EU and UN obligations, excess premature deaths 

and major life changing disabilities. Failures to recognise ME/CFS/MCS and other 

syndromes as proven disorders, with credible triggers. Agencies withhold and 

manipulate data, thus misleading the public. Contracting to Arms Length 

Management Organisations and the private sector, blocks citizens’ access to 

environmental data. These businesses do not have the protection of citizens as a 

priority and are alleged to have made threats against campaigners. Access to 

planning, policy making, environmental justice and restitution is rarely achieved. A 

major Public Inquiry into these issues is urgently needed. 

Mankind is grossly exceeding the Earth’s natural cycles 
abilities to maintain a safe living environment. CO2 and 
CH4 are globally toxic, excess oxides of nitrogen, ozone 
and particles in the air harm 
health, excess phosphorous in 
water, is causing poisonous algal 
blooms.  Here in Glasgow our 

previous proud industrial heritage has left a poisonous 
legacy, on top of which we now face increased flooding 
risks. Citizen’s rights of protection under EU and UN law, are not readily accessible, 
through current planning, or legal processes. Citizen engagement appears to have 
stalled.  
 
Landfills at Cathkin and Greengairs are very expensive and toxic to operate. Turn 

rain and solids into gases and leachate. Need long term 
monitoring and are planning nightmares for citizens. Are 
now seen as unacceptable and largely illegal? Yet needed 
for “residual” waste, which may eventually be reused. 
   
Stewartfield Loch: Closed by blue-
green algal blooms, testing 
reportedly of excess phosphorous, 

possible sources are agriculture, landfill, excessive bird 
feeding and faeces and possible human ashes? 
Compounded by problems of low water flows due to climate 
change and diversions in the catchment. There are 
management problems and it is not registered as a “bathing water”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://d.docs.live.net/EVA Panos/Govan_Docks.mov
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Air Quality: modern smogs are composed of particulates 
and gases. Problems are a reliance on averages, 
potentially misleading “Traffic Light” displays, and delayed 
alerts. Clear links now established to physical 
and mental health disorders. WHO Public 
Health warning was ignored and very poor 
enforcement and compliance. Good research 

efforts are being made.  
 
Incinerators are very controversial and generally opposed. Benefits 
include retrieval of energy, reduction in volumes. Require licences, and have major 
problems of citizen engagement with planning and eventual monitoring. There is a 
loss of raw materials and long term impacts are unresolved. May be needed for 
dangerous wastes.  
 
Sensitivity Disorders including ME/CFS/MCS/Gulf war syndrome are not widely 
recognised. Results of sheep dips and other exposures still contested. A major 
Public Health scandal is emerging.  Very difficult to obtain a UK diagnosis, 
confounded by psychiatric controversy.  There are no agreed or validated treatments 
and a most severe lack of UK based research. Research from other jurisdictions is 

good, but largely ignored. 
Holyrood XPG’s are now more 
controlled. Court of Session is 
available, but cuts to Legal Aid, 
high legal costs and cases 
being subject to standing and 
status, severely limits access. 
Over-centralisation of decision 

making is an emerging issue. 
 
Citizen Science: Access to and understanding of Environmental Science is poor.  
Citizens need equipment and help from experienced Scientist/Technologists.  
Problems of comprehending abstract modelling, data access and presentation. 

Leads to impeded access to information, engagement and 
justice. Student projects with Sim City and the Hillhead Air 
Quality Group are examples of good practice. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Environmental Impact and 
Strategic Assessments are EU 
regulations embedded in Scots 
Law. Now threatened by BREXIT. 
They are compulsory for 
developers and Councils. May be 
very poor and frequently unread. 

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjcgKeA68nRAhXC0hoKHa01CfsQjRwIBw&url=http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-scotland-business-35872697&psig=AFQjCNGfvI_5aWx5VYO5VwGLEcAhjezAYA&ust=1484764973568836
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Knowledge required to undertake and criticise them, thus compliance and 
enforcement may be difficult. Not always clearly linked to the resultant planning 
consents. Have been successfully challenged by developers on Human Rights 
grounds. 

 
The Aarhaus Convention (UN) is also potentially under-
threat as part of the proposed replacement of access to 
Human Rights and EU Courts by the 
UK government. Poorly known and 
understood by wider society. 
Compliance is seen to be difficult by 

the authorities. Should be compulsory for all sectors for citizens to 
obtain unrestricted access to data and justice, through the three 
pillars.  An open data project may be needed to supplement 
Freedom of Information inquiries. 
 

Conclusions:  To further develop Citizen Science 
projects, to collect independent data and improve 
citizen engagement. To support training and 
participate in research. 
 
 It would seem eminently sensible to continue this 
reporting process and engage further with central 
and local administrations to identify and remedy the 
outstanding issues and promote, recognise and 

reward good practices.   
 
To take legal action and report mal-administration where needful.  To continue to 
support and embed international law into local regulations, for the protection of 
citizens and workers.  
 

      Data          Access     Justice 

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiPoMP13avRAhVGVxQKHQGkAWUQjRwIBw&url=https://www.thersa.org/events/fellowship-events/2016/5/rsa-perth-meet-your-fellowship-council-members---9-may&psig=AFQjCNE27oOlBBT1MiI3_wiMyiV_tOyPXQ&ust=1483730753367585
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiZgf-IwsvRAhVFuBoKHfThCIUQjRwIBw&url=https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/three-pillars-trust-robert-taylor&psig=AFQjCNGxhbrmro42wm4-8dZG4vK2f8p-Fw&ust=1484822643054690

