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A New Air Policy for the EU 

WHAT'S THE ISSUE? 

Air pollution damages our health and the environment. The main causes are industry, transport, 
energy, agriculture, and some household activities like domestic heating. 

Successful EU and international policies have reduced some air pollution problems in recent decades. 
Sulphur dioxide emissions (the cause of acid rain) have been cut by over 80%, for example.  

Despite these successes, the EU is still a long way short of its long-term goal - to improve air quality to 
such a level as to eliminate significant harm to human health and the environment. Fine particles and 
ground-level ozone continue to cause serious problems. In 2010, an estimated 400 000 people died 
prematurely from air pollution in the EU, and almost two-thirds of the EU land area was exposed to 
excess nutrients from air pollution. The damage to health has a huge economic cost, estimated at 
EUR 330-940 billion (3-9% of EU GDP)!  

This is why the Commission is updating and improving EU policy on air quality. Under this new policy, 
existing standards will be more rigorously enforced, while new targets and measures to protect health 
and the environment will be brought in. The policy will fit better with other policy areas and 
international initiatives. Moreover, it should help promote innovation that will lead to cleaner products 
and processes. 

WHO WILL BENEFIT AND HOW? 

All EU citizens will benefit from improved air quality, but children, the elderly and people suffering from 
asthma and respiratory conditions will benefit the most.  

Industry will also benefit because measures to reduce air pollution will boost innovation and enhance 
European competitiveness in the field of green technology. Air pollution is a worldwide problem, and 
the demand for low-emitting products and production methods is expected to increase rapidly.  

Public authorities will benefit too, as the new policy will help them reach existing air pollution 
standards.  

WHY DOES ACTION HAVE TO BE TAKEN BY THE EU? 

Air pollution does not stop at national borders. So action by national governments needs to be 
complemented by effective cooperation at both EU and international level. The EU has developed a 
strong air quality management framework, which serves as a good basis for further progress. Many air 
pollution measures address areas where close EU cooperation already exists - industry, transport, 
energy and agriculture. This enables the EU to align its air policies with other EU policies in areas 
such as climate change, biodiversity and resource efficiency.  

WHAT EXACTLY WILL CHANGE? 

The new air policy strategy will outline initiatives to 

 ensure full compliance with existing air quality legislation by 2020 at the latest 

 make further significant reductions by 2030, paving the way for achieving the EU's long-term 
objective of clean and safe air everywhere.  

To help implement the strategy, a revised directive is being proposed to limit national emissions of the 
main air pollutants, with new caps set for 2020 and 2030. A new directive has also been proposed to 
limit emissions of air pollutants from medium-scale combustion installations – a growing category of 
small power plants whose emissions of air pollutants are not yet subject to any EU limits.  



WHEN IS THE PROPOSAL LIKELY TO COME INTO EFFECT? 

The new strategy will apply as soon as the Commission has adopted it. The legislative proposals will 
take effect only when the European Parliament and the Council have debated and adopted them.   


