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Response Required 

No response is required as the briefing note has been provided for information purposes only.   

 

Summary 

This briefing note summarises the impact of the UK-wide COVID-19 lockdown on Westminster’s air 

pollution levels, highlighting the reductions in pollution levels across all monitoring stations in the city. 

It also provides a brief overview of some of the emerging academic work and studies linking pre-

existing exposure to pollution and incidences and severity of COVID-19 among the population, and the 

emerging policy implications. 

 

Context 

Since the UK went into lockdown on 23rd March, there have been numerous media reports about the 

impact of the lockdown on the UK’s air pollution levels1. 

In general, the large decline in road transport, combined with reductions in emissions from 

commercial buildings as offices and other places of work shut, has resulted in large decreases in 

pollution, especially in inner city areas. Westminster is no exception to this trend.  

This briefing note looks at Westminster’s Nitrogen Dioxide (NO2) levels during the lockdown and 

compares them to figures from the same period last year. 

 

 

                                                           
1 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-52202974 Provides an overview representative of coverage across 
a range of media outlets 
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Nitrogen Dioxide levels across Westminster  

The table below shows nitrogen dioxide (NO2) levels between 24th March and 22th April in 2019 and 

2020 at Westminster’s automatic air pollution monitoring sites2. 

 

Monitoring site Type of site 24/03 – 22/04 

2019 NO2 
24/03 – 22/04 

2020 NO2* 
% change 

Marylebone Road Kerbside 59.8 30.5 - 49 

Horseferry Road Urban Background 43.4 25.6 - 41 

Oxford Street Kerbside 59 28.6 - 51.5 

Strand Roadside 80.2 38.5 - 52 

Covent Garden Urban Background 44.2 24.5 - 44.6 

Cavendish Square Roadside 51.3 29 - 43.7 

Oxford Street East Roadside 64.4 35.9 - 44.3 

Buckingham Palace Rd Roadside 56.6 25.8 - 54.4 
 *2020 data has not yet been fully ratified and calibrated and may be subject to subsequent adjustments 

 

As the table shows, there has been a huge drop in NO2 levels across Westminster during the COVID-

19 lockdown compared to the same period in 2019. For reference, the annual Objective for NO2 is 40 

ug/m3. 

Sites with the worst air pollution are likely to improve the most because they tend to be located right 

by busy roadsides, and therefore are most affected by the drop in traffic figures due to the COVID-19 

lockdown. This explains why among the smallest drops in pollution in the table above have occurred 

at the background sites at Covent Garden and Horseferry Road. 

Some of the recorded reductions are likely due to non-lockdown factors, such as the introduction of 

the Mayor’s Ultra Low Emission Zone (ULEZ) from 8th April 2019. Extinction Rebellion protest starting 

around 6th April 2019 will also have affected 2019’s dataset particularly for the three sites located on 

and around Oxford Street. 

 

Nitrogen Dioxide levels at Marylebone Road  

Marylebone Road provides a useful example for a more detailed look at the differences in pollution 

between 2019 and 2020. The graph below shows the data summarised in the table above, but for 

hourly NO2 levels captured from the Marylebone Road monitor (located just opposite Madame 

Tussauds). 

                                                           
2 All London monitoring data is freely available from the LondonAir website 
https://www.londonair.org.uk/LondonAir/Default.aspx  

https://www.londonair.org.uk/LondonAir/Default.aspx


 

 
 

 

As well as the overall average NO2 for the time period being almost halved in 2020 compared to 2019, 

short term ‘spikes’ in pollution have dramatically reduced in 2020. In 2019 there were 176 separate 

hours where NO2 pollution was over 80 ug/m3 (i.e. twice the legal level of 40ug/m3); in 2020 there has 

been just one (since midnight on 24th March). There were 156 hours in 2019’s dataset higher than the 

highest hourly value in 2020 (83.4ug/m3). 

Note that for the graph above, the dates reflect figures for 2020. The 2019 data has been staggered 

by two days in order to line up weekends and weekdays to allow for a like for like comparison. 

 

Emerging work on links between pre-existing pollution levels and COVID-19 

There is also a great deal of emerging data concerning the potential relationship between exposure 

to high pollution levels and the spread of COVID-19, the onset of the disease (i.e. how likely people 

are the contract the disease), and the severity of it once contracted.  

Work in Italy has hypothesised that the rapid increase of contagion rates that affected some areas of 

northern Italy could be tied to atmospheric particulate pollution acting as both a carrier and booster 

to the disease there. This is a contested theory and should be viewed with some caution at this stage3. 

Whether or not pollution is helping the spread of COVID-19, some studies have suggested that a small 

increase in general exposure to pollution could result in a dramatic rise in the death rate from COVID-

194. One study found that a very small increase in particulate levels (1 ug/m3 PM2.5) over an extended 

period of time is associated with a 15% increase in the COVID-19 death rate, accounting for secondary 

and sensitivity analyses.  

A study published on April 20th suggests that there is a clear correlation between levels of air pollution 

and deaths from Covid-19 in England5. This has not yet been peer reviewed and the data sets show 

only a correlation rather than a direct causal link. 

                                                           
3 https://www.endsreport.com/article/1679287/coronavirus-hitching-ride-air-pollution-particles for an 
overview 
4 https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/files/covid-pm/files/pm_and_covid_mortality.pdf for example 
5 https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.04.16.20067405v2  
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Policy implications 

There are obviously a huge number of policy implications as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and 

lockdown across all areas of council working. 

However, the lockdown has shown in practice what has previously been a key part of messaging 

around air pollution: that a massive reduction in London’s air pollution is possible, essentially 

overnight, through policy levers. While for all sorts of reasons we don’t want the current 

circumstances to continue longer than they need to, it is an opportunity moving forward to rethink 

and formulate new plans to create an environment post-lockdown that can result in a long-term 

reduction in pollution. 

Specifically related to air pollution, there are a number of policy implications that will only become 

clearer as time moves on, and when and how the current lockdown is lifted. These include potential 

changes in public transport vs private vehicle use, the opportunity for increased walking and cycling 

infrastructure, increased importance of tackling emissions from domestic properties, and many 

more. 

At this stage, officers are liaising with the GLA on adding new actions to our draft Air Quality Action 

Plan related to investigating the policy implications of the pandemic and actions related to the 

lockdown. Defra have also announced a call for evidence related to COVID-19 and air pollution6, and 

officers will monitor any outputs from this work alongside colleagues in Public Health. 

 

Conclusions and next steps 

Data across the UK has shown that the COVID-19 lockdown has had a dramatic impact on air pollution 

levels. This wider picture is being repeated here in Westminster, with NO2 levels decreasing by up to 

60% at some of our monitoring stations compared to the same period last year. 

This is mainly due to a large decrease in road transport and emissions from commercial buildings, 

which particularly affects Westminster due to our central London location. It is also worth noting that 

emissions from domestic buildings will likely increase during this period. As time goes on, data for 

2020 will be fully calibrated, and the impact of the lockdown relative to other factors influencing 

differences in pollution levels will be increasingly understood. 

There is also a great deal of emerging data concerning the potential relationship between exposure 

to high pollution levels and the onset / impact of COVID-19, with some studies suggesting that a small 

increase in general exposure to pollution could result in a dramatic rise in the death rate from COVID-

19. 

Officers will continue to report monthly on changes to pollution levels during any ongoing lockdown 

period. 

 

ENDS 

                                                           
6 https://uk-air.defra.gov.uk/news?view=259  

https://uk-air.defra.gov.uk/news?view=259

