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15 JANUARY 2016 

 

Neil Parish MP 

Chair of the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee 

Palace of Westminster 
London 
SW1A 0AA 

 

AC-LGW-260 

 
 

 

Dear Mr Parish, 

INQUIRY INTO DEFRA’ S RESPONSIBILITIES FOR AIR QUALITY 

We are closely following the EFRA Select Committee inquiry into Air Quality, announced in October. As 

you will be aware, Gatwick submitted written evidence in December, given the very significant relationship 

between the Government’s air quality plan and its decision on runway capacity in the South East. I am now 

writing to follow this up in the light of Defra publishing its final air quality plan - Improving Air Quality in the 

UK - on 17th December. 

In our submission, we highlighted a number of concerns about the draft Plan, in particular how robust the 

proposals would prove to be in practice in achieving EU legal limits in the projected timescales.  As several 

of your expert witnesses explained during the oral hearing on 9th December, there has been a history of 

overly optimistic plans that have not delivered the expected improvements in air quality.  The reasons for 

this are well documented and relate largely to the failure of EU vehicle emission standards to reduce NOx 

emissions as much as anticipated. Unfortunately, this and other areas of ‘optimism bias’ have meant that 

previous Government Plans, made in good faith, have not delivered in practice.   

We remain concerned that the latest UK Plan carries a significant likelihood of repeating that pattern. 

There are a number of reasons for this, and I attach a summary of the most significant areas of uncertainty 

and risk of optimism bias in the Plan.   

I would very much welcome the opportunity to come and discuss with you or your colleagues any of these 

issues ahead of any further evidence sessions you may have planned.  We will of course also be raising 

these and other issues with our contacts in DEFRA directly as we develop our analysis of the Plan. 

Yours sincerely 
 

 
 

Alastair McDermid 

Airports Commission Director 

Gatwick Airport Ltd 
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     Examples of Areas of Uncertainty and Risk in the Government’s Air Quality Plans 

 

Performance of the 

PCM model used to 

predict the future Air 

Quality concentrations 

There is strong evidence from the Government’s previous Plans and 

predictions that the PCM model systematically underestimates 

emissions. Although the revised air quality plan acknowledges that the 

modelling it employs is subject to a range of uncertainties, it fails to 

assess the implications of this uncertainty, which is likely to be 

significant. For example, even following calibration of the model 

against monitoring data, the model under predicts the highest 

concentrations (i.e. at locations where it is most important that the 

model is accurate) by a factor of approximately 2.5. 

 

Vehicle Emissions and 

Conformity Factors 

There remains a lack of detail on the vehicle emissions and conformity 

factors used in the modelling, but the assumptions appear on the face 

of it to be at odds with a substantial body of independent evidence of 

emissions in real world driving conditions. As the Defra Technical 

Report shows, if in practice diesel cars emit five times the level of NOx 

permitted in the laboratory tests (which is closer to actual levels 

recorded in a number of independent studies, though many point to 

even greater discrepancy) instead of there being only 8 zones not 

legally compliant by 2020, there would be 30 non-compliant zones.  

This scale of non-compliance would require a far more ambitious and 

widespread policy of Clean Air Zones and other measures across most 

UK major cities, and on the basis of the evidence underpinning the air 

quality plan, would make compliance in London impossible until after 

2030. 

 

Importance of the 

Vehicle Emissions 

Review being carried 

out by the VCA 

A lack of clarity on how the current review of vehicle emissions being 

carried out by the Vehicle Certification Agency, in the light of the VW 

emissions scandal, will be taken into account. As the Secretary of 

State for Transport made clear to Parliament on 10
th
 November this 

review “is crucial to improve the accuracy of environmental 

assessments – used for both air quality management and 

infrastructure investment.”  No timescale or further details have 

however been announced for the VCA review, yet its results could 

require significant changes to the Plan. 

 

Vehicle Fleet Turnover There appears to be is an assumption in the Plan that consumers 

replace their vehicles every four years, and always for a new less 

polluting vehicle. This assumption is fundamental to the fleet 

composition assumed for emissions modelling purposes in the future. 

The Plan provides no clear justification for this important assumption 

nor does it consider the consequences of slower fleet turnover and 
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older vehicles remaining in the fleet. We believe that this assumption 

should be further investigated and justified, together with a sensitivity 

analysis to investigate the consequences for emissions for alternative 

behaviours. 

London Low Emission 

Zone 

In relation to London, there appears to be an assumption that a “HGV 

Clean Air Zone” will be implemented before 2025, meaning more 

stringent requirements (Euro VI rather than Euro IV standards) for 

lorries entering into the London wide Low Emission Zone, possibly 

from as soon as 2020.  However as this is still under discussion and is 

not Mayoral policy, relying on it to support London achieving 

compliance by 2025 appears premature. It is also not clear from the 

Plan how significant this measure would be for different locations in 

London, how practical it would be for the freight sector to upgrade their 

fleets on this timescale, nor what potential consequences could be 

from traffic displacement near to any boundaries. 

 

London Zero Emission 

Capable Taxis 

A new assumption about the uptake of zero emission capable taxis 

reaching almost 80% in London by 2025 appears very optimistic. 

 


