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Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 
 

Inquiry into air quality in Scotland 
 

Written submission from Ricardo Energy & Environment 
 

Does Scotland have the right policies (Clean Air for Scotland Strategy), 
support and incentives in place to adequately tackle air pollution?  
 
The Cleaner Air for Scotland – The Road to a Healthier Future (CAFS) was 
published by the Scottish Government in November 2015 and includes 40 key 
actions aimed at improving air quality in Scotland.  The Scottish Government’s 
proactive preparation of CAFS is to be commended, however, many of the actions 
listed within CAFS must be considered ‘high level’ or ‘strategic’ in nature and as such 
provide limited information or clarity regarding how each proposed action will bring 
about improvements in local air quality across Scotland.  CAFS is clearly a strategic 
and non-statutory document which aims to establish a framework to achieve 
improved air quality – as such, the implementation of many of the proposed actions 
is heavily reliant on the views and willingness of stakeholders  Furthermore, each of 
the proposed actions requires a detailed plan to specify what actual activities will be 
undertaken, an evaluation of their wider impact on society, who will be responsible 
for the action, when they will be implemented and how they will be funded.  For the 
sake of transparency, it is important that such plans are shared and consulted on 
during the development and decision process, rather than as a ‘fait accompli’. 
 
Whilst the Strategy has been developed in partnership with a number of public sector 
organisations, it appears to have had limited input from business and private sector 
organisations (e.g. developers, retailers, transport planners, consultancies etc).  As 
such, the effectiveness of the strategy and its relevant policies may be constrained, 
as some actions may not currently account for the wider needs of business which 
are essential for ensuring the expectations of Scotland’s Economic Strategy.    
 
Due to the ‘high level’ nature of the actions included within CAFS, it is currently 
difficult to determine whether the policies will ‘adequately’ tackle air quality in 
Scotland.  However, it can be considered the document does include headline 
actions which could help improve ambient air quality across Scotland where 
implemented appropriately.  However, the actual impact of the actions on air quality 
will be dependent upon the detailed actions that are undertaken, the political and 
public support for the implementation of such measures, and importantly, the funding 
made available to ensure that the measures can be implemented effectively.      
 
From the information available to the public, it is currently unclear what incentives 
and funding is available or under consideration to support the CAFS strategy. It is 
therefore not possible to comment with confidence as to whether they are adequate 
to tackle air quality in Scotland.  From experience, the key factors that have 
constrained the effective improvement of air quality across the UK have been 
political will, public acceptability (social impacts) and the availability of funding.  A 
number of the actions included within CAFS have already been considered by a 
number of local authorities across Scotland within their air quality action plans – 
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however, in many cases it has not been possible to implement these due to the 
constraints outlined above. 
 
In conclusion, the answer to the question is ‘possibly’, but this will ultimately depend 
upon the content of the detailed plans for each action, how hard the actions are, and 
importantly, how these will ensure political will, public acceptability (social impacts) 
and funding whilst maintaining public support. 
 
How does the Scottish policy fit with the UK and EU policy on air quality? 
 
Scottish air quality policy generally aligns with that in place across the rest of the UK, 
through the Environment Act 1995 and through the associated Local Air Quality 
Management (LAQM) regime, which places a requirement on local authorities to 
identify and address local hotspots of pollution (in exceedance of national standards) 
and support action undertaken by the Scottish and UK Governments. However, the 
Scottish air quality regulations incorporate some changes to the air quality objectives 
in place for some pollutants across the rest of the UK, most notably with respect to 
Particulate Matter (PM), where the Scottish Government has adopted more stringent 
objectives for PM10, and also recently introduced annual and 24-hour mean 
objectives for PM2.5 into the Scottish Regulations and LAQM regime.    
 
In addition to the LAQM regime, Scotland, as part of the UK (as EU Member state – 
currently), must report to the EU on air quality matters on an annual basis in relation 
to compliance with the EU Limit Values.  The LAQM regime in the UK has been 
designed to support national action to meet the EU limit values, and each of the air 
quality objectives in place in the UK are at least as stringent as the EU limit values, 
and in some cases, significantly more stringent.  There are however a number of 
ways in which the EU and National air quality policies differ, including the scales of 
assessment – with LAQM focussing primarily on local hotspots of pollution, whereas 
the EU framework focussing on population density (with Scotland split into 6 zones 
and agglomerations for reporting to the Commission).     
 
With regards to action to improve air quality, the actions outlined in CAFS generally 
align with those being considered across the UK and many parts of Europe.  
However, through the introduction of more stringent objectives for PM, the Scottish 
Government is being more ambitious regarding what can be achieved.  
 
Are the policies sufficiently ambitious? 
 
The Mission Statement of CAFS: “Scotland’s air quality will be the best in Europe” 
could be considered ambitious if Scotland didn’t already have some of the best air 
quality in Europe.  Whilst the adoption of much more stringent air quality objectives 
for PM10 and PM2.5 (in comparison to EU limit values) are sufficiently ambitious and 
may be very difficult to achieve.  The majority of the other policies listed in CAFS are 
‘high level objectives’ with very limited detail on what they will entail and their 
potential impact on air quality.  Until detailed plans are publicised for each of the 
actions listed, it is very difficult to determine how ambitious the plan and associated 
policies actually is.  Many of the policies also include terms such as ‘encourage’ and 
‘will review’ rather than confirming that effective actions will be taken and funded.     
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Are the powers and resources of Local Authorities and SEPA to address air 
pollution adequate? 
 
With the exception of a number of powers retained by Westminster, most of the 
powers required to bring about significant improvements in Scotland’s air quality are 
already held by relevant agencies in Scotland such as the Scottish Government, 
Local Authorities, Transport Scotland and SEPA.  Factors such as political will, 
public acceptability (perceived social impacts) and the availability of funding have 
proven to be much more significant constraints to improving air quality in Scotland 
and across the wider UK than available powers.  Many of the ‘hard’ actions which 
have the potential to bring about significant improvements in local air quality have 
substantial long-term funding implications and are likely to be negatively perceived 
by sections of the public.  Such negative public perceptions may be less significant in 
areas served with good public transport infrastructure and sustainable transport 
options; however, this remains to be tested. With regards to resources, the CAFS 
document indicates that funding remains to be secured for many actions, and as 
such it is likely that, at present, current funding will be required to enable actions to 
be designed and implemented effectively.   
 
Are the policies and delivery mechanisms (support and incentives) being 
effectively implemented and successful in addressing the issues? 
 
It is difficult to respond to this question due to the limited information that has 
currently been released from the CAFS working groups to the public.  Much of the 
information regarding progress that has been released has been restricted to 
selective working groups which Ricardo Energy & Environment have not had access 
to.  As CAFS outlines, clear communication is an essential component of action to 
improve air quality.  However, the limited sharing of detailed updated on progress 
with experts, professionals and the general public (out-with pre-selected working 
groups) leaves more questions than answers.     
 
From the first annual progress report on CAFS that was published in 2016 it appears 
that progress is being made, however the level of detail provided has been very 
limited.  We have been informed by some of the stakeholders, that relevant technical 
documents (including the NMF peer review) will be released for public comment/ 
consultation, however these remain unavailable.  Where a new framework is being 
implemented to bring about improvements, it is important that all stakeholders 
(including the public and external experts) can have confidence in the approaches 
and methodologies being developed, prior to implementation.  At present, the 
adopted ‘closed shop’ approach cannot be considered to do this appropriately or 
transparently.  
 
Is Scotland on target to have a pilot low emission zone (LEZ) in place by 2018 
and should there be more than one LEZ pilot? 
 
Based on the information that has been made publically available, it is very difficult to 
tell.  Very limited information has been shared regarding any plans or the evidence 
base used to help inform the design and implementation of an LEZ.  Whilst it is 
feasible to have a LEZ in place by the end of 2018, it remains to be seen whether the 
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first LEZ introduced is implemented simply to meet Ministerial expectations or 
designed and implemented to actually bring about cost-effective improvements in 
local air quality.   
 
Given the mixed success of LEZs reported in a large number of research articles, 
combined with the ongoing costs of implementing and maintaining a LEZ, it may be 
prudent to evaluate the success of the first LEZ before considering the 
implementation of more.  This approach however should not be seen as a delay to 
action to improve air quality, as there are many other actions that may be undertaken 
to bring about effective improvements in air quality.   
 
How should the improvement of air quality be prioritised in areas where there 
have been persistent breaches of NO2 limit values? 
 
Compliance with the NO2 limit values in the six zones and agglomerations in 
Scotland is a significant challenge.  Ultimately air quality is a health issue, and it 
would be reasonable to focus on reducing concentrations in areas with a high 
population density (Glasgow and Edinburgh Urban Areas).     
 
Is adequate consideration given to air pollution from agriculture? 
 
Scotland’s lower air quality objectives for PM10 and PM2.5 mean that it has many 
more AQMAs for PM than would be the case if Scotland adopted the relevant EU 
limit values.  A large proportion of PM concentrations in Scotland are attributable to 
‘background sources’, including emissions from agricultural activities in the UK but 
also importantly from Europe through the use of nitrogen-based compounds.  If 
Scotland is to achieve the strict objectives it has set for PM10 and PM2.5, additional 
work will need to be undertaken looking at emissions of pollutants from agricultural 
activities in the UK and Europe.      
 
Are there conflicts in policies or barriers to successful delivery of the air 
quality objectives? 
 
Yes.  Climate Change and Air Quality Policies are still in conflict in many 
circumstances (e.g. CC incentivising of diesel vehicles which are recognised as 
making a significant contribution to elevated concentrations of NO2 in cities across 
the UK).  In addition, air quality is not considered a priority for many relevant 
activities such as development planning and transport planning.  These sectors have 
the potential to facilitate significant improvements in local air quality, however, their 
headline objectives often do not include ambient air quality and until they do, air 
quality will remain the poor relative.     


