
 

Sir, Your excellent leader (Feb 12) on new research about air pollution risks for commuters emphasises how toxic our roads are to the general public. It is 

certainly grossly unfair that individuals who choose not to use their cars and travel by public transport suffer higher exposure to air pollution than those 

contributing to pollution. Although diesel soot is the main air pollutant in both buses and cars, the origin of the high concentrations of black particles in the 
London Underground remains very unclear. Researchers must, as a matter of urgency, define what these London Underground particles are, where they 

originate from, and how exposure can be minimised, since they may be contributing to the long-term adverse effects of air pollution on respiratory and 

cardiovascular health. Reducing air pollution would increase life expectancies by many more months than the elimination of passive smoking in the UK.  

Jonathan Grigg MD, FRCPCH 

Professor of paediatric respiratory and environmental medicine, Queen Mary University of London; founding member, Doctors Against Diesel 

Sir, The toxic state of our air means that taking action on the most polluting vehicles in our cities is of the utmost urgency. Your leader was spot on in 

urging the government to bring in a diesel scrappage scheme. Last week the mayor of London, Sadiq Khan, presented ministers with a detailed report on 

how a national diesel scrappage fund could be delivered. It would be the most cost-effective way to significantly reduce emissions, while helping the 

thousands of motorists who were wrongly incentivised into buying cheaper, dirty diesel cars. It’s high time the government acknowledged that that our 

toxic air is polluting the lungs of millions of people across the UK; research shows that children living in cities with high levels of car fumes have reduced 

lung capacity. 

Shirley Rodrigues 

Deputy mayor of london for environment 

Sir, Exposure to air pollution by those on foot, bike, bus and in a car has been studied in the past. One peer-reviewed study, in the International Archives of 

Occupational and Environmental Health, showed very clearly that motorists “breathed in greater concentrations of pollutants than cyclists”. The maximum 

average concentration of carbon monoxide breathed in by a motorist was 6,730 micrograms per cubic metre and by a cyclist it was 2,670. A car occupant is 

effectively in a “tunnel of pollution”, breathing in the exhaust of a very long line of vehicles in front of his/her vehicle which then accumulates in the 

vehicle. A cyclist is not in the same tunnel and thus is not subject to this accumulation. This study did not look at bus passengers but it may well be an error 
to conclude that motorists come out better.  

John Whitelegg 

Professor of sustainable transport, Liverpool John Moores University 

Sir, A blanket ban on smoking was introduced based on the presumption that there may be a danger to public health from “passive smoke”. We are now 

told that 40,000 premature deaths a year are caused by air pollution, and that diesel vehicles are a large contributor to the problem. Why then do we allow 
diesel cars on the road but forbid smoking in public places, when the risks of the former are so much greater than the latter? 

Peter Froggatt 

Dorking, Surrey 

Sir, I cycled to work for more than 30 years from Balham to the West End. I knew that when I arrived, any tissues that I used would be black, as would any 

cotton wool I used to clean my face. I also suffered frequent colds, which I am convinced were caused by pollution. I moved to southeast Wales in 2002 — 
not a sniffle since. 

Bramble Coppins 

Barry, Vale of Glamorgan 

Jonathen Leake:  March 27th 2016 Diesel fumes poison babies in the womb 

(http://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/diesel-fumes-poison-babies-in-the-womb-q27ts9xxn) 
Diesel fumes damage the brains of inner-city children even before they are born, making them impulsive, less socially competent and at increased risk of 

developing conditions such as attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), depression and anxiety, say researchers. 

They found that the tiny particles of soot released by diesel engines, and in other sources of air pollution, can pass through a woman’s lungs and placenta 

into a foetus. There they releases chemicals called polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs), which act as a potent neurotoxin, damaging brain 

development. 

“Prenatal exposure to PAH produces long-lasting effects,” said Amy Margolis, a medical psychologist at Columbia University Medical Centre in New 

York, who led the research team. “These deficits point to emerging social problems with real-world consequences for high-risk, adolescent behaviours.” 

The researchers tracked 462 children, now aged 12-18, from soon after they were conceived, taking samples of blood from their mothers and obtaining 

blood from their umbilical cords when they were born to work out the levels of pollution they had been exposed to in the womb.  

Since then they have tracked the children’s development via parental questionnaires and tests. The results showed that the children exposed to the lowest 

pollutant levels tended to mature normally, learning how to control their impulses and form good relationships with peers. However, those exposed to 

higher levels tended to remain impulsive and were slow to develop social skills and friendships. There is a fear that such children could be at higher risk of 
developing antisocial and even criminal behaviour, and research is continuing. 

PAHs are produced when fuel and other organic substances are not burnt properly, so there are many sources including cigarettes, wood-burning stoves, 

candles and overcooked food. In western cities the biggest source is motor vehicles, especially those with diesel engines. Children exposed to high levels 

have been shown to be at higher risk of autism.  

http://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/diesel-fumes-poison-babies-in-the-womb-q27ts9xxn


In a linked study, other Columbia researchers, led by Bradley Peterson, scanned the brains of 40 children, comparing those whose mothers had been 

exposed to high levels of PAH particulates in pregnancy with those whose mothers had had much smaller exposures.  

It showed that exposure to PAH reduced the growth of white matter, a kind of brain tissue that links different parts of the brain. 

“Our findings suggest that prenatal exposure to PAH air pollutants contributes to slower [brain] processing speed, ADHD symptoms, and [behaviour] 

problems in urban youth by disrupting the development of white matter in the left hemisphere of the brain,” said the researchers . 

The findings are similar to those for the lead compounds once added to petrol. In the 1980s it became clear that the fumes were damaging children, causing 

reduced IQ and a predisposition to aggression, and lead additives were eventually banned.  

The concern that diesel fumes could have a similar effect has prompted scientists at King’s College London to launch their own study, collecting data on 

80,000 UK babies and their parents in pregnancy and childhood. 

Frank Kelly, professor of environmental health at King’s, said: “The ever-accumulating evidence that so many components of air pollution contribute to a 

diverse set of diseases confirms the urgent need to manage air quality.” 

Diesel Disease 

http://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/diesel-disease-tdc6lwxv8 

The government is being put to shame by the mayor of London in its failure to act on the main cause of worsening air quality in Britain’s cities 

Spare a thought for the lungs of commuters who use public transport. If their walk to the bus stop or railway station takes them through a built-up area, they 

will absorb several times more life-shortening pollution on each journey than will the drivers and passengers of the cars that put much of that pollution in 

the air. 

It has been known for decades that internal combustion engines emit cancer-causing fumes. It has been known for two years that diesel engine 
manufacturers have rigged tests to hide their high emissions of sooty “particulates”. Some of these carmakers have been fined but diesels still account for 

nearly half of all new cars and vans sold in Britain. It is now clear that diesel engines, including those in buses and lorries, are the single biggest contributor 

to Britain’s deteriorating air pollution. This in turn causes 50,000 premature deaths a year and can heighten the risk of dementia for those living close to 

busy roads. 

Sadiq Khan, the mayor of London, has shown he grasps that air quality is an emergency. He has announced plans for a “toxicity” charge for older vehicles, 
brought forward deadlines for zero-emission buses and taxis and drawn up a fully costed diesel scrappage scheme to get the dirtiest vehicles off the 

capital’s streets altogether. 

The government has shown none of Mr Khan’s reforming zeal. Andrea Leadsom, the environment secretary, has rejected the idea of a scrappage scheme, 

dismissed calls for a new Clean Air Act and entrusted national air-quality improvement to poorly co-ordinated regional schemes that do not remotely match 

the scale of the challenge. The fight to clean the air in urban Britain will be bracketed by social historians with the earlier one against tobacco. As things 
stand, Mrs Leadsom will be remembered as a bystander. 

Policymakers distracted by Brexit may be tempted to tune out air-quality campaigners on the basis that Britain’s air in 2017 is cleaner than in the days of 

the great smogs. It is. Most pollutants are less abundant than in the 1960s and 1970s, but this is hardly a safe benchmark. 

Rising traffic volumes mean that levels of sulphur dioxide and two main categories of particulates have stopped falling despite the advent of more efficient 

engines. London’s annual legal limit of nitrogen dioxide pollution, which causes lung cancer and exacerbates a range of respiratory diseases, was breached 

120 hours into the new year. 

Philip Hammond, the chancellor, delivers his budget in four weeks. That would be a good time to act. The cost of healthcare and lost business related to air 
pollution is estimated by the government to be more than £27 billion a year. The cost of Mr Khan’s scrappage scheme, based on payments to diesel car and 

van drivers to turn in their vehicles for low or zero-emission alternatives, would be a small fraction of that even if expanded to cover the whole country. 

The mayor has consulted widely. Scrappage proposals have been endorsed by a majority of voters and by think tanks on the left and right. Mrs Leadsom 

has rejected them on the basis of a single cost estimate. Mr Hammond should overrule her and start incentivising drivers to abandon diesels for good. To 

that end he should also give serious consideration to raising fuel and vehicle excise duty for diesel vehicles, and devoting the proceeds to rebates and more 

charging stations for hybrid and zero-emission vehicles. And ministers should lobby for a new Clean Air Act that would enshrine in law a step-by-step plan 
for all new cars and vans to be zero emission much sooner than the target date of 2040. 

As Oscar Goldman used to say, “we have the technology”. Schoolchildren and commuters are suffering and in some cases dying because it is not being 

harnessed fast enough. On air quality there is no reason not to be bold. 



 

 

 


