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Summary
• In 2020, lockdown was widely acknowledged to have improved air quality 1.
• In September 2020, Westminster residents reported a significant decrease in concern about air quality (City Survey).
• In London, we saw cycling increase by around a third on weekdays and over 100% on weekends. The number of vehicles on our roads dropped by
70%2.

• This report summarises two years of data for Westminster from London Air3. There are ten operating monitoring sites in Westminster
which monitor three pollutants: NO2 and two sizes of particulate matter, PM2.5 and PM10.

• In Westminster, when comparing before during and after lockdown:
• NO2 reduced
• PM2.5 and PM10 increased

• The GLA reported in April 2020 that the number of particulate pollution episodes at the beginning of the first lockdown highlights that
London’s poor air quality is not solely related to road transport.
• In 2021 Birmingham University academics found that the effect of lockdown may have been overstated when removing the effects of
weather and seasonal changes4. They highlight that radical action is needed to improve air quality.
• The high concentrations of PM2.5 in London were also observed in Beijing and Paris 4. Two possible reasons have been proposed:
• That weather patterns caused pollution from regions with lots of heavy industry to drift over cities.
• The changing chemical nature of the atmosphere during lockdown caused more gaseous compounds in the air to convert to these fine particles.

• One weakness of the London Air data is that the monitoring sites tend to be located near roads. The London Atmospheric Emissions
Inventory (LAEI) is widely regarded to be the best way to measure trends as estimates and projects data across the whole of London.
Unfortunately, there is a three year lag in analysis due to the high number of data points and the latest data is from 2018.

Caution over lockdown impact on air quality
• Benefits of lockdown on air quality may
have been overstated – a study by
Birmingham University (sponsored by
NERC) proposes that to simply compare
measurements before and after
lockdown is misleading. Other factors
include: weather, fossil fuels burned for
heating in Winter and Spring, and
seasonal impacts on pollutants.
• When adjusting for the effects of
weather and seasonal changes, they
found that NO2 levels dropped but the
lockdown effect was smaller than first
thought – for London -8%.
• The number of heavily emitting vehicles
on roads, such as diesel-powered freight
trucks, fell only slightly compared to
commuter traffic.
• Ozone (harmful to health at ground
level) actually increased at most
locations largely because traffic
emissions of nitrogen oxides would
usually have removed some of this ozone
by reacting with it.

“If people overestimate the benefits of the lockdown on air quality they could
underestimate the scale of the air pollution challenge in the world’s cities and fail to take
the radical action necessary to bring urban air quality within healthy limits. Globally, air
pollution is linked to nearly seven million premature deaths each year.”

https://advances.sciencemag.org/content/7/3/eabd6696
https://theconversation.com/first-lockdowns-effect-on-air-pollution-was-overstated-our-study-reveals-153152
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