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Chronic pollution makes 
Bulgaria one of the world’s 
deadliest places to live because 
of poor air quality, despite years 
of efforts to improve monitoring 
and comply with EU standards. 
But Bulgaria’s problems are not 
isolated and reflect broader 
concerns over air quality among 
EU member states.

Bulgaria has made steady 
progress in improving 
environmental monitoring 
and adopting regulations on 
air, water and environmental 
quality since joining the EU in 
2007.

Analysts say such steps 
have been followed by hollow 
enforcement and neglect by both 
national and EU authorities.

“We have very good laws and 
monitoring systems in place, but 
the biggest problem is we have 
no state agency that can enforce 
the laws,” said Georgi Stefanov, 
policy and climate change officer 
for the environmental group 
WWF. “We have everything but 
enforcement.”

As the European Commission 
begins to weigh changes to the 
EU’s 2008 air quality directive, 
analysts say Bulgaria – like 
many other EU countries – is 
failing at enforcement.

The Commission is expected 
to revamp its air quality 
standards no later than 2013.

Heavy industrialisation left 

a toxic legacy in Bulgaria at the 
end of communism in 1989, 
but today’s problems centre on 
outmoded energy and industrial 
infrastructure, and an ageing 
transport fleet.

Poverty also contributes, says 
Stefanov, with large pockets 
of itinerant communities 
dependent on wood and other 
fuels for heating and cooking – 
spewing hazards to both indoor 
and outdoor air quality.

Poor air quality has deadly 
consequences in Bulgaria 
as well as Romania, which 
trail only Armenia in having 
the world’s second highest 
mortality rates from urban air 
pollution, according to the 
United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP).

The UNDP’s 2011 Human 
Development Report, released 
on 2 November, shows that 
while the annual death rate 
from poor air quality is slightly 
higher in Romania (439 deaths 
per million people compared 
to 437 in Bulgaria), Bulgaria 
leads Europe in the intensity 
of air pollution, ranking in the 
top one-quarter of the most 
polluted of the 187 countries 
included in the report.

Only Armenia has a higher 
annual mortality rate than the 
two EU countries – 882 per 
million population in a country 
of 3 million people.

The UNDP’s findings drive 
home the extreme risks of 
polluted air beyond Bulgaria, 
which has an urban pollution 
level that is double the regional 
average. EU candidate Turkey 
also has high levels of urban 
pollution, 37 microgrammes 
per cubic meter, exceeding 
the regional average of 25 
microgrammes per cubic meter, 
says the report.

And within the current EU, 
the Commission has taken 
action against 20 EU members 
for air quality violations.

No monopoly on bad 
air

Though the EU air quality 
directive is due for a revamp, 
some health experts say indoor 
and outdoor air quality do not 
get enough attention.

“Many of the policy decisions 
that are currently being made 
often neglect or fail to take into 
account health concerns suf-
ficiently,” said Juha Pekkanen, 
a physician who heads the en-
vironmental health department 
at the National Institute for 
Health and Welfare in Finland.

Pekkanen says air pollution 
is a serious health threat, noting 
that as many as 2,000 Finns die 
each year because of long-term 
exposure to particulate matter. 
He urges stronger policies 

aimed at cutting air pollution 
through cleaner-burning fuels 
and improvements in energy 
and transport efficiency.

Environmentalists also fear 
that often-conflicting EU and 
national rules – from a focus on 
diesel and biofuels in transport, 
to energy policies that still 
subsidise the coal industry – 
neglect the need for air-quality 
improvements.

Air pollutants that include 
sulphur dioxide emitted from 
burning coal to lead contained 
in motor fuels contributed 
to the premature deaths of 
370,000 across Europe in 
2000. And even with stronger 
air quality standards aimed at 
drastic reductions in toxins, the 
European Environment Agency 
(EEA) estimates the death rate 
will still be 230,000 in 2020.

EEA statistics show that in 
the past decade, 20% to 50% 
of city dwellers in the EU were 
exposed to levels of particulates 
in excess of the daily standards, 
contributing to short-term ef-
fects such as itchy eyes and sinus 
problems to long-term respira-
tory, heart ailments and cancer.

But policies, no matter how 
well-meaning, don’t always 
yield the best results. The EU 
has pushed diesel over gaso-
line because it is more efficient 
and emits less carbon dioxide, 
even though it produces more 
particulate pollution that is 
harmful to humans. Biofuels 
are cleaner than their fossil-
fuel counterparts, yet there is 
an open debate about whether 
their production is more harm-
ful to air quality as  well as 
their impact on land and water 
resources.

Even shifting sentiments 
about the safety of nuclear 
energy can result in reversal for 
air quality. In the short term, 
countries like Belgium and 
Germany that are vowing a 
phase-out of atomic power will 
need fossil fuels to fill the gap 
between demand on supply.

Bad air days in 
Bulgaria

Bulgaria, meanwhile, is cred-
ited with dramatic improve-
ments in pollution monitoring 
and, following earlier frictions, 
working with Romania to de-
velop pollution monitoring in 
border communities along the 
Danube in an effort to comply 
with UN agreements on trans-
boundary pollution.

Yet Bulgaria has a long way 
to go to put in practice what na-
tional laws and EU rules put on 
paper. Last year, the Commis-
sion warned the country that it 
was violating limits on sulphur 
dioxide, typically emitted by 
coal plants, an ingredient in 
acid rain and in high concentra-
tions, can cause serious respira-
tory problems in humans.

WWF’s Stefanov says he 
routinely complains to authori-
ties in his Sofia neighbourhood 
about illegal fires – from burn-
ing refuse to tyres set alight so 
the metal can be recovered for 
recycling – to little avail.

Older vehicles – mostly 
imported from other EU 
countries – contribute to urban 
smog, he says, something that 
could be addressed through 
a premium tax on polluting 
cars. The government and 
municipalities have been 
slower than private companies 
to modernise publicly owned 
electricity and heating plants 
with smokestack scrubbers.

He sees little political resolve 
with much political energy 
spent on economic growth and 
job-creation.

“Not one of our politicians 
is connecting air pollution to 
health,” he said, a day after the 
30 October presidential and 
local elections in the country. 
And he said the European 
Commission is too complacent 
in enforcing air quality and 
other environmental rules.

“They wait, wait, wait until it 
is too late.”

Bulgaria’s killer air exposes wider EU problems

 With the support of
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Doubts cast on 
biofuels’ air quality 
claims

When the European 
Commission began pressing 
for a dramatic expansion in 
the use of biofuels in transport 
and energy several years ago, it 
was seen as a win-win situation: 
a way to help farmers, create 
energy security, cut greenhouse 
emissions and improve air 
quality. But even that last claim 
is no longer taken for granted.

The 2003 biofuels directive 
and the 2009 renewable energy 
legislation called for a steady shift 
to plant-based fuels, advancing 
Europe’s leading role in cutting 
fossil fuel consumption and 
combating climate change.

Yet the policies have faced 
mounting criticism amid 
evidence that biofuels are not as 
effective at reducing greenhouse 
gases as long claimed, and 
concern that cultivation harms 
the ecology of developing 
countries that are leading 
exporters of plant fuels.

Fresh criticism of 
transport fuels

Britain’s Local Government 
Association, for example, has 
questioned national biodiesel 
targets in transport on the 
grounds that emissions of fine 
particulates were higher than in 
traditional diesel.

A report prepared earlier this 
year for Britain’s Environment 
Department showed mixed 
benefits on air quality of 
biodiesel and bioethanol.

Separate research shows that 
biofuel production – such as land 
clearing, cultivation, fertiliser 
use and shipping – may negate 
any advantages that biofuels for 
transport use have in cutting 
smog and greenhouse gases.

In a new study, researchers at 
the University of Leicester who 
examined palm oil plantations 
in Southeast Asia contend that 
the end product may even 
be worse for the planet than 
traditional transport fuels.

Their findings show that 

palm oil – a leading source for 
biodiesel – is as carbon intensive 
as petrol, with a 60% increase 
in land use emissions resulting 
from cultivation of tropical 
forest.

The research should raise 
alerts for European policy-
makers, said Susan Page, head 
of the Physical Geography 
Department at Leicester and a 
lead author of the study.

“What I’m saying is we have 
to consider the whole picture,” 
Page said.

“In this case, probably we’ve 
made some wrong decisions 
in Europe over the last few 
years where we’ve taken a more 
general view about biofuels and 
not considered individual cases, 
which in the case of oil palm, is 
leading to a situation where we 
might as well just burn petrol 
or diesel rather than biofuels 
because the net greenhouse gas 
emissions are not going to be 
any different.”

The British researchers 
acknowledge that their study 
was relatively limited in scope 
and concentrates mainly on 
palm oil grown on lush tropical 
peatlands in Indonesia and 
Malaysia.

The soggy peat in these 
environments act like sponges 
that suck up carbon dioxide and 
other gases, creating a natural 
buffer against global warming. 
When these soggy peatlands are 
cleared, drained and cultivated 
for palm oil, the trapped carbon 
dioxide is released, along with 
gases like ozone-depleting 
nitrous oxide.

Bad air days

Palm oil cultivation also has 
other consequences in countries 
like Indonesia, which ranks 20th 
in forest loss and 21st in urban 
pollution levels in the UN’s 
2011 Human Development 
Index of 187 nations.

Battle lines drawn ahead  
of 2013 ‘Year of Air’

Environment Commissioner 
Janez Potočnik wants 2013 
to be the “Year of Air” and is 
pushing for stronger air quality 
laws across the European 
Union. But with many member 
states failing to enforce current 
rules, the commissioner could 
face an uphill battle.

The European Commission 
has begun a comprehensive 
review of existing laws that 
could lead within a year to 
changes in the 2008 air quality 
directive.

The directive is credited, 
along with a host of other 
pollution-related laws, in 
steady improvements in air 
quality since the EU started 
setting standards in the 1990s.

Still, major challenges lie 
ahead. Levels of some noxious 
pollutants are on the rise after 
a decade of declines, and a 
new report by the European 
Environment Agency (EEA) 
shows that more than 95% of 
city residents in the European 
Union regularly breathe ozone 
levels that exceed the World 
Health Organisation’s (WHO) 
recommended levels.

“It’s very clear we’ve been 
able to reduce emissions but 
that those emissions have not 
translated into ambient air 
quality,” Jacqueline McGlade, 
who heads the Copenhagen-
based EEA, said recently in 
Brussels.

“We have in Europe put in 
place fairly aggressive targets 
to reduce emissions,” she said, 
“but actually what we now 
understand is that the rules 
are nowhere near rigorous 
enough.”

Breathing easier?

The EEA’s 2011 report 
on air quality, released on 
9 November, shows broad 
historical improvements, with 
concentrations of sulphur 
dioxide falling by more than 
half in the decade ending in 
2009 and the percentage of 
EU citizens exposed to sulphur 
exceeding health regulations 
falling to near zero. Carbon 
monoxide, a gas formed from 
burning fossil fuels, has fallen 
by as much as half.

Yet the report also shows 
that beginning in 2008, levels 
of nitrogen oxide (NO2), ozone 
and particulate matter have 
risen, fuelling concerns about 
overall air quality especially 
in urban “hot spots”. Health 

experts say exposure to such 
pollutants affect humans not 
only outdoors, but at home 
and in the office through open 
windows or air conditions 
systems without proper filters.

While environmentalists call 
for further steps to improve air 
quality, efforts to cut pollution 
can be politically complicated. 
For example, EU policies that 
encourage the use of diesel 
engines to cut greenhouse gas 
emissions have contributed to 
rising pollutants because diesel 
exhaust contains nitrogen.

In addition, most EU 
countries have spotty records 
at enforcing the European 
Commission’s 2008 air quality 
directive. Pressure to create 
economic growth in the face 
of the eurozone debt crisis and 
receding economies creates 
pressure to overlook policies 
that might crimp growth.

One Commission official 
told EurActiv that the national 
leaders – who have ultimate 
sway over legislation in the 
European Council – form the 
biggest hurdle in strengthening 
air quality rules over the next 
year.

Health or industry 
first?

Health advocates, for their 
part, say human concerns 
should be paramount.

“I think a lot of the time 
we talk about the cost to say 
industry, or how much it would 
cost to actually adopt measures 
to reduce air pollution, but we 
do not talk enough the benefits 
we would get for people’s 
health,” said Anne Stauffer, 
deputy director of the Health 
and Environmental Alliance in 
Brussels.

Stauffer says policy-makers 
face mounting pressures over 
anticipated changes to air 
quality rules even though some 
EU air quality standards are 
more relaxed than those set by 
the WHO.

“We have a huge challenge 
here with the review process 
now because we see that 
member states are really 
struggling to keep with the air 
quality limits, and at the same 
time we get all this new science 
in about the health impacts,” 
Stauffer said.

“I think that there is a real 
danger that the EU law on air 
quality gets weakened instead 
of strengthened.”

Poor air quality leads 
to complications ranging 
from itchy noses to serious 
respiratory and cardiac 
complications, health experts 
say. Some studies say bad air 
causes nearly 500,000 deaths 
per year in the EU – 0.1% of 
the bloc’s population – while 
the EEA’s upper estimates show 
that anti-pollution measures 
and factors such as the rising 
use of electric vehicles will cut 
deaths to 230,000 in 2020.

And rising nitrogen and 
ozone levels affect more than 
human health, damaging 
vegetation, soil, water and even 
buildings, experts say.

A US model for 
Europe

Potočnik has vowed to 
make air quality a priority and 
officials say there is support in 
the European Commission for 
a comprehensive air quality 
policy akin to the US Clean 
Air Act, a landmark 1970 law 
that has guided environmental 
policy and enforcement.

The Environment commis-
sioner now oversees 21 direc-
tives related to air quality, 
pollution and industrial emis-
sions, while other emissions are 
regulated under transport legis-
lation, while still other policies 
are aimed at boosting electric 
vehicles and biofuels.

But with some 20 members 
states facing legal action for 
failing to live by current 
commitments, revising existing 
standards will not be easy.

Thomas Verheye, a deputy 
head in the Commission’s 
environment directorate, says 
better coordination is needed 
between Brussels and national 
and local authorities to ensure 
that laws are enforced.

“A lot of national authorities 
have pushed down the 
responsibility to the regional 
level, and I’m not entirely sure 
that they have given the means 
to the regional authorities to 
deal with these responsibilities,” 
Verheye said at the release of 
the EEA’s 2011 air quality 
report.

“There is some work to 
be done on improving that 
governance chain, and again it’s 
not about pointing fingers that 
you’re right, or we’re wrong, 
I think we all have worked 
to do and that is going to be 
the challenge for the coming 
months.” Continued on Page 3
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Reducing traffic-related 
pollution, particularly from 
diesel, is set to become “a 
political hot potato” for London 
as air quality problems promise 
to grow bigger during the 2012 
Olympics.

Simon Birkett, founder of 
Clean Air London, a campaign 
group, told EurActiv that local 
authorities have yet to come up 
with a convincing plan to tackle 
the air pollution problems 
that are expected during the 
Olympics.

“The Olympic organisers have 
admitted in March this year that 
the Olympic route network would 
cause breaches of air quality laws 
by displacing traffic and causing 
congestion,” Birkett told EurActiv 
in a video interview.

“They are working at the 
moment on designing mitigation 
measures but we haven’t yet seen 
a package that will tackle that 
problem,” he said.

Birkett was speaking on the 
sidelines of a EurActiv workshop 
on air quality, held in October.

Diesel the main 
culprit

According to the clean air 
campaigner, the problem is 
mainly caused by diesel exhausts 
from cars and trucks.

“Road transport is 
responsible for about 80% of 
the most harmful emissions in 
central and inner London and 
it is primarily a diesel problem,” 
Birkett said.

Recent government statistics 
have shown that diesel cars 
produce 20 times as much 
pollution as petrol vehicles, he 
said. “So we really do need to 
tackle that problem,” Birkett 
stressed.

Emissions of nitrogen 
dioxide (NO2), which results 
from the combustion process 
in vehicle engines, have grown 
significantly “due to increased 
penetration of diesel vehicles,” 
according to a recent report 
by the European Environment 
Agency (EEA).

Diesel vehicles, it said, 
can emit “up to 50% of their 
NOx as NO2,” a known toxic 
gas. “Epidemiological studies 
have shown that symptoms of 
bronchitis in asthmatic children 
increase in association with 
long-term exposure to NO2,” 
the EEA noted in its report.

And when it comes to NO2, 
London is bottom of the league. 
“London has got the worst 
nitrogen dioxide problem, for 
example, of any of the 27 capital 
cities in Europe,” said Birkett.

People suffering from allergies 
and other respiratory diseases 

will be first affected, warned 
Susana Palkonen, from the 
European Federation of Allergy 
and Airway Diseases Patients 
Association (EFA). “They are 
the sort of radars for the quality 
of the air,” she said.

With pollution levels 
expected to go breach air quality 

standards, athletes too might 
experience difficulties, Birkett 
warned: “If we get high ozone 
levels as we have had a couple of 
times this year it really could be 
an issue for athletes next year.”

Mayor to encourage 
cycling, walking, 
public transport

The Olympic authorities 
themselves have admitted that 
they need to reduce background 
levels of traffic by 30%, Birkett 
pointed out.

The London authorities have 

so far responded by saying they 
will encourage “walking, cycling 
or using public transport” 
during the Games.

“A key priority for the 
Mayor is to deliver cleaner air 
for London which is why he is 
focussed on targetted measures,” 
said Kulveer Ranger, director 

for Environment for London 
Mayor Boris Johnson.

These, Ranger told EurActiv, 
include for example “using 
innovative technology such as 
dust suppresants, encouraging 
no-idling and installing green 
infrastructure.” There are also 
longer-term initiatives, he 
added, such as “introducing 
low-emission vehicles to the 
capital, using cleaner buses, 
banning the most polluting 
taxies and tightening the Low 
Emission Zone standards.”

‘Big scare tactics’ or 

‘Chinese approach’?

As the London authorities 
prepare their response, Birkett 
said local authorities usually 
have two ways of dealing with 
air pollution. The first is the 
“big scare tactic” which he said 
effectively means manipulating 
people’s expectations by telling 
them not to drive because traffic 
will be awful. The other way is 
the “Chinese approach” which 
involves banning vehicles with 
odd and an even number plates 
on alternate days.

Choosing between these 
two options “is going to be a 
political hot potato in the UK,” 
Birkett predicted.

A better solution, he said, 
would be to have “a tighter 
Berlin-style no-emission zone” 
in inner London during the 100 
days of the Olympics and the 
Paralympics.

According to Birkett, 
London’s existing low-emission 
zone, which currently applies in 
the inner city, is “a weak scheme” 
that will not be sufficient to 
tackle the problem.

“Even next year when it is 
tightened in January, it will still be 
only a Euro3 standard for vehicles 
over 1.25 tonnes whereas the 
German scheme has been Euro4 
for diesel since the beginning of 
2010,” Birkett said, referring to 
EU standards for car emissions.

At the European level, 
Birkett says current EU air 
quality standards should be 
further tightened, in line with 
recommendations by the World 
Health Organisation (WHO): 
“Legal standards for dangerous 
airborne particles are about 
twice the WHO guideline level 
so they need to be tightened 
very substantially.”

Air pollution ‘hot potato’ for London Olympics

What happens in Indonesia 
and other leading tropical 
producers of plant oils has 
global consequences, scientists 
told EurActiv, noting:

    Clearing and draining 
peatlands releases grit and 
toxins into the atmosphere, 
creating dust plumes that affect 
local and global air quality.

    Seasonal fires and the 
intentional burning of forests 
and undergrowth to clear 
land is a perennial problem 
in Indonesia, with pernicious 
effects on ambient air quality. 
In one of the most serious 
incidents, in 1997, the United 
Nations said more than 40,000 
people were sickened in 
southeast Asia from haze that 

originated in Indonesia.
    Much of the plant oil, 

and growing amounts of wood 
chips and other biomass, is 
sent to European markets 
from southeast Asia, Latin 
America and Africa, and the 
transportation adds to the 
ecological footprint.

These consequences may 
not directly affect the air 
European breathe, but they 
do add to the ecological 
footprint of fuels consumed 
in the European market, 
prompting environmental 
groups to pressure the European 
Commission to weigh such 
impacts its policies have on 
developing countries.

Oxfam, in a 22 September 
report on biofuels, urged the EU 

to scrap its biofuel targets and 
to set sustainability standards 
to ensure that production has 
“no adverse impact” on global 
air quality, water, land and food 
supplies.

Leicester University’s Page 
says European policy-makers 
should consider the broader 
impacts of their energy and 
pollution policies.

“I’m not saying it’s a mistake 
to consider transferring from 
fossil fuels to biofuels per se,” 
Page said. “That would be a 
very naïve statement. What I’m 
saying is that if you are going 
to do that, one must take into 
account the full greenhouse 
gas implications and emissions 
implications.”

Fireplaces are bad for 
you

Meanwhile, air quality 
worries have extended beyond 
biofuels to cover wood used for 
household heating.

Health experts are raising 
alarms about the impact that 
bio-energy has on air quality, 
particularly in Northern and 
Central Europe where the 
popularity of wood and timber 
products for home heating is 
soaring.

European Environment 
Agency officials warned on 9 
November that rising levels of 
biomass in home heating poses 
a threat to air quality. Wood 
smoke contains fine particulates 
and toxins such as nitrogen and 

sulphur oxides, carbon monoxide 
and dioxins with implications for 
both indoor and outdoor air.

Though well meaning, 
biofuel consumer trends and 
policies overlook human health 
consequences, says one Finnish 
health expert.

Juha Pekkanen, a physician 
and research professor at the 
National Institute for Health 
and Welfare in Finland, says the 
popularity of wood stoves in his 
country and others in Europe 
poses a public health threat.

“We’re going back to the 
old days when everyone was 
warming up their house with 
their own furnace and we’re 
going to go back to the really 
bad pollution days we had then,” 
Pekkanen said by telephone.

Continued from Page 2
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In the UK, air pollution is the 
biggest public health risk after 
smoking, causing up to 50,000 
premature deaths every year, 
says Simon Birkett, founder of 
Clean Air London, a campaign 
group.

Simon Birkett, is founder 
and director of Clean Air in 
London, a campaign group. He 
was speaking to EurActiv’s editor, 
Frédéric Simon, on the sidelines 
of a EurActiv workshop on air 
quality, held in October 2011.

Why is air quality in 
Europe so important 
today?

It’s probably the biggest public 
health risk after smoking. In the 
UK something between 30 and 
50,000 people a year are dying 
early just due to poor air quality 
and that’s totally unacceptable 
in the 21st century.

What progress has been 
made over the past years 
to tackle this problem and 
what are the remaining 
challenges?

Air pollution is less than it 
was 50 or 60 years ago. But 50 
or 60 years ago we didn’t know 
about the long-term harm that 
comes from air pollution. So 
let me give you an example, 
during the great smog of 1952, 
4,000 people died early from 
that episode. Now in the last 
10 years we have found out the 
harm from long-term exposure 
and guess what that number in 
London is: 4,000

And in practice – because 
that’s a pure number 
eliminating some 40 other 
statistical causes of death – the 
real number probably includes 
everyone who is dying from 
cardiovascular causes, which 
is just under 16,000 people in 
London, loosing an additional 
3 years of life every year from 
air pollution. That is totally 
unacceptable.

What are the main 
causes of this pollution in 
a city like London?

Road transport is responsible 
for about 80% of the most 
harmful emissions in central 
and inner London and it is 
primarily a diesel problem. We 
have recently had some statistic 
from the government saying 
that diesel cars, for example, 
produced 20 times as much of 
the harmful pollution as petrol 
vehicles. So we really do need to 
tackle that problem.

What is the EU’s role 
in tackling that problem? 
Is the current legislative 
framework at the EU level 
satisfactory in you view or 
should it be improved?

Well, the legal standards for 
dangerous air-borne particles are 
about twice the World Health 
Organisation guideline level so 
they need to be tightened very 
substantially.

The nitrogen dioxide legal 
standards are much more 
aligned and I think what would 
be very important, with the 
European Commission’s Year of 
Air coming up in 2013, that a 
regime of recommendations is 
put in place to provide continuity 
of the legal framework but also 
the further tightening of public 
health and legal protections for 
people.

Is this an issue that 
you are going to raise in 
advance of the London 
Olympics next year?

London has got the worst 
nitrogen dioxide problem 
for, example, of any of the 
27 capital cities in Europe. 
The Olympic organisers have 
admitted in March this year 
that the Olympic route network 
would cause breaches of air 
quality laws by displacing traffic 
and causing congestion.

They are working at 
the moment on designing 
mitigation measures but we 
haven’t yet seen a package that 
will tackle that problem. If we 
get high ozone levels as we have 
had a couple of times this year 
it really could be an issue for 
athletes next year.

Should traffic in 
London be cut during the 
Olympics to help reduce 
the pollution levels?

The Olympic authorities 
themselves say that they need 

to reduce background levels of 
traffic by 30%, even allowing for 
slightly less traffic being around 
anyway in the summer. Now 
there are two ways of doing that 
traditionally.

The first is something 
which they call ‘The big scare 
tactic’ which is effectively 
manipulating people’s 
expectations, telling them 
‘don’t drive in because it will 
be awful’ even if it isn’t going 
to be awful. The other way is 
the Chinese approach which 
was banning vehicles with odd 
and an even number plates on 
alternate days.

That is going to be a political 
hot potato in the UK and a 
better idea, which Clean Air 
London has proposed, is to 
have a tighter Berlin-style no-
emission zone in inner London 
during the 100 days across the 
Olympics, the Paralympics and 

actually slightly earlier with the 
Queen’s Diamond Jubilee.

Has the low-emission 
zone been effective in 
London in reducing air 
pollution?

The London no-emission 
zone is a scheme at the very 
outskirts of the city. It is a weak 
scheme, even next year when it 
is tightened in January, it will 
still be only a Euro3 standard 
for vehicles over 1.25 tonnes 
whereas the German scheme 
has been Euro4 for diesel since 
the beginning of 2010.

But even though the London 
scheme is much weaker than 
the German scheme it has 
been successful at reducing 
some of the harmful pollutants 
and I think black carbon is a 
particular example.

Turning to indoor 
quality, is it mainly 
influenced by outdoor 
air or are there specific 
concerns for indoor air 
quality?

About half of the health 
impact from indoor air quality 
is actually outside air so it’s 
the outside air infiltrating into 
buildings. It is then made worse 
by sources in the building, like 
through cooking, emissions 
from building materials, and 
so on.

So Indoor air quality for some 
pollutants can be much worse 
than outdoor air quality and 
there are no legal requirements 
to address it. The new EN13779 
standards do set some standards 
for buildings, but it is not a 
legal requirement yet and it 
really should be, certainly for 
the larger buildings.

Activist: London air pollution ‘primarily a diesel problem’
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Dan wears a clear plastic 
bubble over his head so fellow 
partygoers don’t have to breathe 
his cigarette smoke, one of 
the most readily identifiable 
spoilers of indoor air.

Dan – the hip character in 
a satirical European Union-
funded anti-smoking video 
– may be doing his part for 
other people’s health, but his 
cigarettes are not the only 
source of harmful indoor 
pollution.

After successful campaigns to 
restrict smoking in public areas, 
health advocates are urging the 
European Commission to take 
a sharper look at other indoor 
air hazards and to strengthen 
regulations on chemicals found 
in countless household and 
workplace products.

Still, improving indoor air 
quality is not as easy as living 
in a bubble.

“It’s a very complex issue 
because you have a mixture of 
biological factors, of chemical 
factors, so it is difficult to say 

there is the one problem,” said 
Anne Stauffer, deputy director 
of the Health and Environment 
Alliance (HEAL), a pressure 
group.

“But we know certainly 
that the quality of the outdoor 
environment plays a role,” she 
told a recent EurActiv workshop 
on air quality. “We also see the 
chemical emissions coming 
from consumer products that 
we use in the environment are 
of concern.”

Vehicle and industrial 
emissions, which form 
particulate pollution that is 
blamed for thousands of deaths 
across the EU each year, is the 
biggest contributor to indoor 
pollution. Many countries are 
failing to enforce the Union’s air 
quality laws, a setback for both 
indoor and outdoor pollution.

Like cigarette smoke, some 
leading causes of poor indoor 
air quality are covered under 
existing health laws and 
building regulations, including 
moisture, radon and asbestos. 

These pollution sources are 
preventable in new buildings 
and readily identifiable and 
remedied in older structures.

Beyond REACH

But HEAL and other groups 
say not enough is being done 
to tackle chemicals that are also 
a source of indoor pollution.

They are urging the 
European Commission to 
expand its REACH chemicals 
regulation, which is up for 
review in 2012.

A Commission official told 
EurActiv that the review is more 
likely to focus on enforcing the 
existing rules rather than major 
overhaul of the legislation, 
which took effect in 2007 
after a dozen years of tough 
jockeying between industry 
and health pressure groups.

That worries health and 
consumer advocates who want 
hundreds chemicals added 
to EU risk list, and seek 
more stringent enforcement 

of consumer product 
information.

“The shortcoming in the EU 
chemicals legislation in general 
is that we don’t have a horizontal 
framework to cover chemicals in 
products,” said Sylvia Maurer, 
senior policy officer for safety 
and environment at BEUC, 
the European consumers’ 
organisation.

Maurer says piecemeal 
policies cover some products 
but not others, making 
enforcement difficult. “We have 
nothing tackling chemicals 
in general and that makes it 
quite incoherent because it can 
be, for instance, that a certain 
chemical is banned let’s say in 
toys but still allowed in textiles 
or other products.”

Maurer told EurActiv that 
stronger enforcement is needed, 
noting that a recent survey by 
her organisation showed that 
companies had spotty records 
in complying with REACH 
disclosure requirements on 
chemical contents of products.

“What we were hoping for 
was that this consumer’s right 
to know would help to clear 
the air in the supply chain,” she 
said. “But when the instrument 
is not working, the consumer 
cannot make use of his demand 
power to ask for products that 
do not have certain chemicals.”

Other hazards

Meanwhile, the chemicals 
industry says it heeds consumer 
concerns and sees itself as an 
easy target for criticism.

Loredana Ghinea, manager 
of  innovation policy and 
emerging science for the 
European Chemical Industry 
Council, or CEFIC, says it is 
“a little bit absurd” to single 
out chemicals in consumer 
products when other factors 
– including poor urban air 
quality – are leading sources of 
indoor pollution.

“We have to work at the 
interactivity and to look at what 
we can put into place, what we 
can do in order to make sure 
that in the end it’s the health 
impact we are dealing with,” 
she said, adding that CEFIC 
provides significant support for 
research into chemical safety.

But health groups says the 
EU needs to do more.

The Standing Committee 
for European Doctors has 
urged the EU to require the 
substitution of hazardous 
chemicals whenever safer 
alternatives are available.

And the Göteborg, Sweden-

based International Chemical 
Secretariat identifies 378 
chemicals used in consumer 
product it says are “substances 
of very high concern” that 
should be replaced with safer 
alternatives under European 
chemicals regulations.

The European Chemicals 
Agency (ECHA) published 
the first candidate list of 15 
chemicals that present the most 
cause for concern in October 
2008. The list has since been 
updated and now includes 
more than 50 substances.

One widely used chemical 
that advocacy groups want 
put under greater scrutiny is 
formaldehyde – a compound 
widely used in disinfectant 
products, cosmetics, textiles, 
wood products and paint. It is 
also released into the air from 
burning organic matter and 
wood stoves that are growing 
in popularity in Central and 
Northern Europe.

But regulating such products 
can prove to be a political 
minefield as the sources are 
not always easy to identify. 
Formaldehyde, for example, is 
not only man-made but also 
occurs from natural sources 
such as rotten fruit, cigarette 
butts or even beer.

Health groups press for more focus on indoor air
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