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CONSULTATION ON DRAFT PLANS TO IMPROVE AIR QUALITY – TACKLING 

NITROGEN DIOXIDE IN OUR TOWNS AND CITIES 

INTERIM RESPONSE BY GATWICK AIRPORT LIMITED 

1. Gatwick Airport is not in a position at this stage to respond in full or in detail to the 

Government’s consultation on its Air Quality Plan. This results, principally, from the fact that 

the publication of supporting material, which provides a thorough understanding of the 

modelling and underlying assumptions in the Plan, and which we would expect to see in the 

supporting Technical Report, has not been published. Because of this we cannot respond 

substantively. 

2. In view of the importance of this Air Quality Plan, Gatwick has taken the step of preparing this 

interim response in order to express, without delay, its serious concerns about the robustness 

and credibility of the central ‘baseline’ predictions set out in the Plan, which suggest that 

dramatic improvements in air quality, that have failed to materialise in recent years, will occur.  

However in the absence of the publication of the supporting Technical Report which explains 

the modelling and assumptions that underpin these predictions, these cannot be validated, 

properly considered or commented on. 

3. We are sure that it is the Government’s wish to ensure that the consultation is compliant with 

its own consultation principles - including making available its evidence base and providing 

sufficient information to enable stakeholders to make informed comments. It would be 

regrettable if the courts were to conclude later that the consultation process was legally flawed 

due to inadequacies in the consultation. 

The Importance of Air Quality for Human Health, and for Airports Policy 

4. As recent news reports have been highlighting, air quality is very important for human health, 

with elevated concentrations of nitrogen dioxide (NO2), as well as other atmospheric pollutants 

such as particulates being major contributors to poor health and premature death.  

5. The UK Government is required to meet EU limits on various pollutants including NO2, but 

achieving compliance with the annual mean Limit Values set for NO2 has proved very difficult. 

The originally set deadline of achieving the limits by 2010 has been extended in some parts of 

the UK to 2015.  This revised deadline will be missed in many areas, including across much of 

London. Following the recent ruling by the Supreme Court earlier this year, the Government is 

now under an obligation to ensure compliance is achieved in the shortest time possible. The 

Government’s new Air Quality Plan is a crucial first step towards fulfilling that obligation. 

6. Air quality will also be a very important factor to be considered by the Government as it 

considers the recommendations of the Airports Commission and comes to its decision on 

airport expansion. It would be unlawful to permit expansion if to do so would prolong the period 

during which limits are breached or if it would lead to breaches of limits in areas that would 



 

otherwise comply. Unlike at Gatwick, the area around Heathrow is already subject to very high 

concentrations of NO2 which breach limits.  It would be unlawful to plan for air quality around 

Heathrow to worsen further above legal limits or for compliance with those limits to be delayed, 

irrespective of whether there are even worse sites elsewhere in London.  

The Current Air Quality Plan Consultation has a Major Gap 

7. In stark contrast with previous predictions reported by Defra, the new baseline predictions in 

the Air Quality Plan suggest that over the next 5 – 10 years, even without additional mitigation 

measures, air quality will improve dramatically. 

8. For example, last year’s published predictions indicated that parts of London would continue to 

be some 25% in excess of the annual mean NO2 limit in 2030, whilst the prediction for the A4 

Bath Road adjacent to Heathrow indicated that baseline conditions would actually deteriorate 

between 2025 and 2030. By contrast the new modelling now predicts that the whole of London 

will be compliant by 2025 at the latest. 

9. The Air Quality Plan explains that the latest modelling uses updated information on vehicle 

emission factors. It further explains that the methods used for the emissions and projections 

modelling are provided in the supporting Technical Report.  As stated earlier, this Technical 

Report has not been made available as part of the consultation for consultees to consider and 

comment on.  

10. In the absence of the supporting Technical Report it has not been possible to understand what 

has changed both in respect of modelling approaches and assumptions or measures to bring 

about these predicted improvements. It is therefore not possible to understand fully, or to 

comment with confidence on the accuracy or validity of the assessments or the soundness of 

the Air Quality Plan, or to comment properly on the consultation at this time. 

11. We urge Government to make the Technical Report available for consideration at an early 

date and to allow sufficient time for this to be considered. Otherwise, the validity of the 

consultation must be in question. 

The Air Quality Plan rests on Very Questionable Assumptions  

12. Without the benefit of the Technical Report it is not possible to understand fully the 

assumptions that underpin the predicted improvements. These include, for example, vehicle 

emission factors, predicted traffic flows on main roads, and the baseline mitigation measures. 

- Vehicle Emission Factors 

13. The consultation does explain that the predicted performance of Euro 5 and Euro 6 light duty 

diesel vehicles, and Euro VI heavy duty vehicles are expected to lead to a significant drop in 

emissions and that this is the main reason why the revised projections differ from those 



 

previously reported. However, the consultation acknowledges that some of these predictions 

are based on limited test data, and that projections are subject to a degree of uncertainty. 

14. It has been well known for some time that the emission levels from vehicles achieved in 

laboratory test conditions, where compliance with Euro 5 and 6 emission standards can be 

demonstrated, are not subsequently reflected in ‘real world’ driving conditions. A range of 

recent studies indicate that emissions of diesel cars ‘on the road’ are considerably greater than 

those which arise in test conditions1. Recent news coverage has served to highlight one 

possible reason for the discrepancy of performance between tests conditions and ‘on the road’ 

emissions. 

15. We consider that it is likely that the dramatic improvements now predicted and relied upon by 

the Government in the Air Quality Plan will, at least in part, be highly questionable because of 

this discrepancy. But without the Technical Report it is not possible to assess by how much. 

16. We note that the supporting Draft Evidence Annex offers predictions for ‘an alternative 

scenario’. This shows that, if real world vehicle emissions are five times higher than emissions 

in test conditions, then 43 zones across the UK will still be non-compliant in 2020 (rather than 

8) – that is five more zones than in 2013. No information is provided on the confidence levels 

of the central scenario being used by Defra compared with this 'alternative scenario' based on 

real world emissions; this should be clearly set out in the Technical Report. 

17. In view of the importance of all of these issues, it is clearly essential that predictions of future 

vehicle emissions are accurate and are seen to be realistic in real world driving conditions.  

- Clean Air Zones 

18. For the most challenging zones, which includes Greater London (the only zone where, even 

taking account of the revised vehicle emission factors, the Plan predicts compliance will not be 

achieved until 2030), the Government has assumed that Clean Air Zones are established to 

bring forward compliance. 

19. But this appears simply to be an arbitrary modelling exercise as the Plan contains no formal 

proposals for such Clean Air Zones. The Plan leaves the setting up of Clean Air Zones entirely 

at the discretion of local authorities and provides no information on the level of regulation (e.g. 

road closures) or daily vehicle charges that would be needed in order to achieve the 

compliance level that is modelled. We note that the European Commission has previously 

stated that where low emission zones are only optional this does not allow it to assess with 

enough certainty whether compliance can be achieved in zones2. 

20. In relation to Greater London, the baseline modelling also appears already to take into account 

the Mayor’s Ultra Low Emission Zone (ULEZ) which is to be introduced in Central London in 

                                                           
1 See for example reports prepared by International Council on Clean Transportation at www.theicct.org/ 
2 Paragraph (7) of European Commission Decision C(2012) 4155 – Dated 25.6.2012 

http://www.theicct.org/


 

2020, covering the same area as the current Congestion Charge Zone. The planned ULEZ is 

already one of the most ambitious schemes in the world, and has been consulted on 

extensively.  The Defra consultation implies an even more radical extension of such zones but 

provides no information to establish whether this is likely to be practically or politically 

deliverable.   

21. Gatwick has severe doubts that Clean Air Zones will be able to be introduced in all areas most 

severely affected. They certainly cannot be introduced without fuller appreciation of wider 

implications and practicalities of their introduction.  For example, it would clearly be very 

difficult, if not impossible to introduce a Clean Air Zone which would limit traffic on the busiest 

parts of the UK’s strategic road network, such as the M4 and the M25 in the vicinity of 

Heathrow. 

22. The above concerns about the accuracy of vehicle emission factors, and about the 

deliverability of extended Clean Air Zones, must raise questions about the likely accuracy of 

the modelling, which in turn casts doubts on the timeframes set out in the draft Plan for when 

zones are predicted to become compliant with the NO2 limits. 

What needs to be done to Establish a Sound Basis for the Air Quality Plan? 

23. In order for the Air Quality Plan to form a sound basis for meeting legal limits on NO2, it needs 

to be underpinned by accurate predictions of likely future concentrations, based on sound 

evidence and firm proposals, not on optimistic assumptions that are not borne out by facts or 

‘real world’ measurement. 

24. Predictions for vehicle emissions must reflect ‘on the road’ emissions. In this regard the 

Secretary of State for Transport is to be commended for the actions he has recently taken, 

including requesting the Vehicle Certification Agency to re-run laboratory tests and where 

necessary compare them against real world driving emissions. 

25. These actions should help establish a sound basis for predicting emissions from future 

engines/vehicles that is also clearly consistent with such real world conditions.  However, but it 

must be recognised that, until the results of this new work are available, the basis for a reliable 

Air Quality Plan does not exist. The modelling in the Air Quality Plan needs to be re-run in the 

light of a thorough review of emissions data in order to ensure public confidence in the air 

quality projections. 

26. Furthermore, if the Air Quality Plan is to rely upon the introduction of Clean Air Zones, then the 

wider implications and practicalities of their introduction must be investigated thoroughly and 

consulted upon. 

Implications for Government's Decision on Airport Expansion 



 

27. If, as we believe is likely to be the case, the Air Quality Plan is not robust and legal compliance 

will not be achieved in the Heathrow area by 2025, then Heathrow expansion (construction 

and operation) would extend the period during which air quality would exceed legal NO2 limits. 

28. Not only would its expansion be harmful to people’s health but it would be unlawful for the 

Government to allow this expansion to proceed. 

29. The Air Quality Plan will be critical for informing a decision on the lawfulness of Heathrow 

expansion. Until that Plan exists, based on robust predictions for future conditions, including 

realistic assumptions about vehicle emissions in ‘on the road’ conditions, the implications of 

expansion of Heathrow on the Plan and on the legal obligation to achieve compliance as soon 

as possible cannot be known. Indeed, until then the Government is not in a position to be able 

to consider the implications of all of the potential policy responses and the potential of these 

policy responses to assist in achieving the limits value as soon as possible. 

30. Until then, the Government is in danger of repeating the mistake made by a previous 

Government in 2009, when it supported expansion of Heathrow on the basis that air quality 

around Heathrow would be compliant with limits by 2015. The improvements predicted to 

occur in 2009 did not materialise and Limit Values continue to be breached by a significant 

margin in multiple locations around Heathrow today. 

31. A thorough and robust Air Quality Plan is a prerequisite for Government to make a sound 

decision on airport expansion. In addition, if expansion of Heathrow is reliant on some form of 

Clean Air Zone to limit vehicle emissions, then it will need to be established that this offers a 

workable, practical and deliverable solution before it can be relied on in any Government 

decision-making.  
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