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Summary: 
 
 

On 24 July 2012 SEPA Board held a session on urban air quality. A 
wide range of ideas were proposed for SEPA to support the delivery 
of improvements in urban air quality.  This paper proposes four areas 
of work which SEPA should take forward.  
.  

Risks: Local authorities and Scottish Government have clearly defined roles 
associated with the management of air quality.  It is important that this 
initiative focuses upon providing them with support in the delivery of 
their functions.  
 

Financial 
Implications: 

There may be financial implications associated with the development 
of publicity material or Information Systems (IS) and modelling 
capacity. These will be assessed during the development of the 
project plan and considered by the usual SEPA decision-making 
processes.  
 

Staffing 
Implications: 
 

This initiative is likely to require additional or redirected resources. 
The management of the resource requirements will be considered at a 
later stage either through the Single Change Programme (SCP) or as 
a harms-based initiative for delivering environmental improvements. 
 

Environmental and 
Carbon Impact: 
 

These proposals may contribute to a reduction in Scotland’s GHG 
emissions.  

Purpose of the 
report: 
 

For information 

Report Author: 
 

Graham Applegate, Anne Conrad, Colin Gillespie, John Lamb and 
Martin Marsden. 

Appendices: Appendix 1: Table of next steps SEPA proposes in the priority areas. 
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Board Engagement Day on Urban Air Quality: 
 Proposed Next Steps 

 
1. Introduction 
 
1.1 SEPA works to understand and improve air quality in Scotland. Good air quality is 

essential for a good quality of life, helping to maintain human health, the climate, 
habitats and achieve sustainable economic development.  

 
1.2 This paper proposes four areas of work which would allow SEPA to make an 

appropriate contribution to strengthening Scotland’s actions to improve urban outdoor 
air quality. 

 
2. Background 
 
2.1 Air pollution can shorten lives by years and can have serious impacts on quality of life 

and general wellbeing. 
 
2.2 SEPA intends to focus its resources upon environmental harms so as to increase its 

effectiveness at delivering environmental improvements.   It is considered that poor 
urban air quality is the second1 most important environmental problem facing 
Scotland.  Improving air quality would have major human health and wellbeing 
economic benefits.   

 
2.3 On 24 July 2012, the SEPA Board held a workshop on urban air quality which 

identified measures that Scotland could take to improve air quality and considered the 
role(s) that SEPA could play; particularly providing support to lead authorities. 

 
2.4 Three background papers were presented to the SEPA Board in advance of the 

meeting on 24 July 20122. These highlighted the key role taken by local authorities 
and Scottish Government in maintaining and driving improvements in urban air quality 
and therefore emphasised the importance of a multi-agency approach.  

 
2.5 The Chief Executive closed the workshop by promising that proposals should be 

developed by the project team and brought to the SEPA Board for further 
consideration.  These proposals have now been developed and are provided in this 
paper.  

 
2.6 This work will directly contribute to the delivery of SEPA’s corporate outcomes, 

namely: 
i Scotland’s environment is protected and improving; 
i Scotland’s environment is understood and SEPA is an influential and respected 

authority; and 
i SEPA is a high performance organisation. 

 
2.7 As part of SEPA’s commitment to improve its own environmental performance and to 

lead by example it will need to assess the impact of its operations on urban air quality 
with a view to identifying opportunities for improvement in this area.  

 
 

                                                
1 Climate change is the most important environment problem facing Scotland.  
2 Please request these from SEPA if needed. 
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2.8 The work will also contribute towards a range of policy objectives set out by the 
Scottish Government, including: 

 
i Healthier Scotland is one the five strategic objectives of the Scottish 

Government. In addition to tackling familiar health priorities through formal health 
care provision, greater recognition is being given to integrating health priorities 
with other agendas, to address health inequalities and to support greater 
individual responsibility. This work recognises the links between social, economic 
and environmental factors and health and will additionally contribute to the other 
Scottish Government strategic objectives of greener, safer and stronger.  

 
i The Scottish Agenda for Cities is focused on delivering the successful growth of 

Scotland’s cities and to deliver more sustainable cities. This agenda supports the 
transition of our cities towards a low carbon economy, which is driven in-part by 
reducing air pollution. Through the agenda it is recognised that considerable 
investment and behaviour change will be required to achieve sustainable city 
living. This work would directly contribute in the delivery of the Scottish Agenda for 
Cities and the transition towards sustainable cities.  

 
3. Objective 
 
3.1 It is proposed that SEPA should focus its work on providing support to Scottish 

Government and the local authorities and working with health authorities. The 
intention will be to help improve air quality in our towns and cities so that Scotland 
complies with European and domestic standards set to protect human health.  The 
partnership approach proposed within this paper is in-line with the Christie 
Commission3 principles of Public Service providers working much more closely in 
partnership, to integrate service provision and thus improve the outcomes they 
achieve. 

 
3.2 It is hoped the outcome of this joint working will contribute towards better health and 

quality of life within urban areas.  The expectation is that there will also be co-
reductions in greenhouse gas emissions as a consequence of overall reductions in 
emissions associated with transport.  

 
4. Proposed work areas 
 
4.1 Four key areas of work have been identified and discussed with Scottish Government. 

These are:  
i). Assist the Scottish Government in future reviews and development of legislative 

frameworks to manage air quality; 
ii). Work in partnership with health authorities to raise the profile of the health impacts 

caused by poor air quality; 
iii). Progressively improve the air quality information provided by, and to, local 

authorities and Scottish Government and the general public; and 
iv). Support the development of innovative measures to improve air quality through a 

joint working approach with Scottish Government, local authorities and other 
partner agencies. 

 
4.2 Each of these areas will be discussed in more detail below. A table outlining some of 

the contributions that SEPA could make in each area is given in Appendix 1.  
 
                                                
3 Commission on the Future Delivery of Public Services, 2011. Report on the Future Delivery of Public Services by the 
Commission chaired by Dr Campbell Christie.  
(http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/352649/0118638.pdf) 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/352649/0118638.pdf
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Assist Scottish Government to develop the legislative framework 

4.3 There is a substantial review underway of the entire legislative background in relation 
to air quality, with the Scottish Government and UK Government reviewing the local 
air quality management system. This represents an opportunity to deliver substantial 
improvements in the way in which air quality is managed.  

 
4.4 The UK Government and devolved administrations (DA) have committed to review the 

local air quality management (LAQM) regime contained within the Environment Act 
1995 (EA 95) and the provisions of the Clean Air Act 1993 (CAA) during 2013. The 
LAQM regime forms the basis of identifying, protecting and improving air quality at a 
local level, while the CAA seeks to control emissions from domestic and smaller-scale 
commercial activities (which may contribute to poor urban air quality). It is not clear 
what direction the reviews may take, however, there are indications that the Scottish 
Government may undertake its own review of legislation and may develop specific 
proposals for Scotland. 

 
4.5 The European Environment Commissioner, Janez Potočnik, has declared 2013 the 

“Year of Air” and is leading the review of the entire European Union (EU) framework 
of air quality legislation. The outputs of this review are due towards the end of 2013.  

 
4.6 It is proposed that discussions should be held with Scottish Government to assess the 

potential for joint working with the Government [and local authorities] on the 
development of the revised legislative framework. 
 
Work with health authorities 

4.7 Poor air quality impacts on human health and can significantly shorten life expectancy 
of exposed individuals as well as degrading quality of life of those that already suffer 
from conditions such as asthma, bronchitis, heart disease and emphysema.  The 
seriousness of the health impacts are not widely/effectively communicated and this 
constrains the receptiveness of the public to help improve urban area quality. 

  
4.8 SEPA will develop the relationships with others (such as NHS Scotland, Health 

Protection Scotland (HPS), health boards, etc.) who are experts in this area to 
develop and communicate a shared direction in the message that poor air quality is 
bad for health and quality of life. It is likely that the message will be more widely 
credible if it is communicated in conjunction with the public health community.  

 
Progressively improve the information on air quality 

4.9 High quality information on air pollutants and air quality is needed to ensure that any 
proposed measures are proportionate and targeted in the appropriate areas to 
achieve the greatest degree of environmental (and health) protection to the most 
exposed or vulnerable proportion of the population in Scotland.  

 
4.10 Local knowledge on air quality is a powerful tool to drive improvements from a public 

perspective. Using modelling and focussed monitoring to assess the success of local 
interventions and how this can improve air quality in a given time-span is a very 
compelling way to engage (and involve) local communities and such tools could be 
developed in conjunction with a more centralised evidence-base. The information 
housed in the various air quality databases also needs to be turned into more easily 
understood messages for the general public (i.e. data needs to be translated into 
information).  

 
4.11 Information on air quality is currently displayed through the “Air Quality in Scotland” 

website and database (www.scottishairquality.co.uk) commissioned by the Scottish 
Government to provide a centralised source for some of the available air quality 

www.scottishairquality.co.uk
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information.  There would be strategic advantages in bringing the management of the 
website together with other national air quality data collation and modelling roles 
under SEPA’s management. This would allow Scotland to develop its own expertise 
in air quality which could mirror the national technical role being developed by SEPA 
for flood risk management. SEPA will also use its experience in communicating 
complex environmental data to the general public for the area of air quality.. 

 
Support the development of measures  

4.12 Local authorities through the designation of air quality management areas (AQMAs) 
have identified areas of poor air quality. Improvement measures, through air quality 
action plans, are targeted at these areas. 

  
4.13 Many of the measures to improve air quality are linked to actions that reduce and 

change the flow, and nature, of traffic through an area. These can be hard measures 
such as Low Emission Zones (LEZs), upgrading of vehicle fleets, changing fuel types, 
use of fiscal measures, use of distribution hubs and removing vehicles from roads 
(e.g. pedestrian zones) or softer measures such as encouraging changes to 
habits/behaviours (e.g. incentivisation of public transport use, car-share schemes and 
cycling to work schemes).   

 
4.14 SEPA, in working with the Scottish Government, could help with the provision of 

national guidance, advice and case studies on air quality issues that can be tailored 
to the local situation.  SEPA would provide trusted, impartial advice and support 
based on sound science and a robust evidence-base that is aimed at assisting the 
local authorities in improving local air quality. 

 
5.  Next steps 
 
5.1  A detailed project plan to deliver these areas of work will be drawn up once the SEPA 

Board has noted this paper. The route for this work is still to be decided but it is likely 
that it will fall into either the SCP or be developed as a specific harms initiative during 
the financial year 2013 – 2014. 

 
6. Recommendations 
 
6.1  The SEPA Board is asked to note that: 

i SEPA should progress the four areas of work proposed for urban air quality; and  
i These areas of work should be identified as part of a strategically important 

initiative to improve urban air quality and reduce impacts on human health and 
improve wellbeing. 

 
 
 
Graham Applegate 
Anne Conrad 
Colin Gillespie 
John Lamb 
Martin Marsden  
 
7 September 2012
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Appendix 1: Table of possible next steps in the four proposed areas of work 
 
 

Objective:  To assist Scottish Government in developing a legislative framework that improves the 
management of air quality in Scotland. 
 

 

Mechanism: Joint working with Scottish Government and other public bodies. 
 

 

Support Scottish 
Government in the 
Scottish, UK and 
EU reviews of 
legislation  

Examples of possible actions: 
i High level discussion with Scottish Government 
i Collect information on how air quality is managed in other states. 
i Work in partnership with Scottish Government and other authorities to develop ideas on how air 

quality could be managed in Scotland. 
i Support Scottish Government in the development of a consensus with LAs about the way forward.   
i Assist Scottish Government with the development of an updated legislative and practical framework 

for air quality management. 
i Assist LAs with the implementation of any revised legislative and practical framework.  

 
Short term  
Short-term 
Short-term 

 
Short-term 

Medium-term 
 

Medium/Long-
term 

 
 

Objective:  To raise the profile of the health impacts of poor urban air quality. 
 

 

Mechanism:  To communicate the impacts of poor air quality upon health and wellbeing. 
 

 

Working with 
Health Authorities 

Examples of possible actions: 
i Promote Healthy Environment Network (HEN) at an annual event in the area of air quality and health, 

link to Environmental Protection UK (EPUK)/Environmental Protection Scotland (EPS) newly-elected 
Councillor’s conference. 

i Raise AQ issues with Public Health Division at the Scottish Government. 
i Use SEWeb chapter on health and wellbeing to highlight air quality and health issues (partners are 

NHS Health Scotland, Health Protection Scotland (HPS), Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH), Institute of 
Occupational Medicine (IOM), Scottish Government). 

i Learn from health experience in behaviour change for air citizen science pilot projects. 
i Explore links with climate change (CC) and health agenda (e.g. SNIFFER knowledge hub on 

environment and health). 

 
Short term 

 
 

Short-term 
Short-term 

 
 

Short/Medium 
Short-term 
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i Identify a spokesperson on the health side that can tell the story effectively. 
i Working in partnership, develop a “Healthy Air” campaign for Scotland similar to that in England and 

Wales (http://healthyair.org.uk). EPUK/EPS are currently looking at this. 

Short-term 
Short/Medium 

 
 

 
 
 

Objective:  To progressively improve the available information on air quality  
 

 

Mechanism:  Use existing Scottish Air Quality Monitoring Strategy Working Group4  to identify air quality 
information products required to support the work of Local Authorities and Scottish Government as well as 
provide information to the public. 
 

 

Working to improve 
the available 
information on air 
quality  
 

Examples of possible actions: 
i Support the CAMERAS air monitoring strategy to progressively improve air quality monitoring breadth 

and capability. 
i Develop a bid for SEPA to manage the Scottish Air Quality Database (SAQD) and utilise the web site 

to deliver improvements in air quality through the delivery of appropriate information. 
i Develop a national air quality model which would provide air quality predictions at a finer local 

resolution level. 
i Develop and improve a range of tools which provide information directly to the public (e.g. websites, 

text alerts/messaging, links to weather forecasting and street signage). 
i Turn information on air quality into informative and compelling stories for the public. 
i Develop a citizen science air monitoring programme in conjunction with partners that can help LAs 

inform and develop attitudes and behaviours that can help with the introduction of local measures. 

 
Short/Medium 

 
Short 

 
Medium 

 
Medium 

 
Medium 

 

 
 

Objective:  Support the development of measures to improve air quality so as to deliver a better quality of 
life.  
 

 Support the 
development of 
measures 
 Mechanism: Work with SG, LAs and other relevant parties to develop measures and share good/best 

practice to ensure compliance with National standards and EU limit values. 
 

 

                                                
4 Scottish Government chaired forum of local authorities, health authorities, SEPA and other agencies 
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Examples of possible actions: 
i Facilitate the exchange of information on best practice and lessons-learnt from other countries. 
i Promote packages of successful measures by facilitating discussions across LAs. 
i Support discussions for development of national measures/plans. 
i Support national publicity initiatives to change public behaviours and attitudes. 
i Expand the current environmental award schemes to incorporate air quality as a measure of 

environmental achievement.  
i Support partnership projects to work with key sectors to deliver changes in behaviour.  
i Develop SEPA’s regulatory powers to ensure compliance with relevant legal obligations. 

 
Short-term 

Medium-term 
Medium-term 
Medium-term 
Medium/Long 

 
Short/Medium 
Medium/Long 

 
 
 
 


