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EXPLANATORY STATEMENT - SUMMARY OF FACTS AND FINDINGS

Introduction

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO)1, air pollution is the biggest environmental 
risk to health in Europe, causing more than 400,000 premature deaths per year, having also 
direct negative effects on the environment. Europe’s most harmful pollutants to human health 
are particulate matter (PM), nitrogen dioxide (NO₂) and ground-level ozone (O₃)2. In 2018, 
estimates of the health impact of long-term exposure to air pollution in the EU-28, indicated 
that PM₂.₅ was responsible to approximately 379,000 premature deaths, NO₂ caused around 
54,000 deaths and O₃ accounted for 19,400 premature deaths3. 

Air pollutants can have anthropogenic, natural or mixed origin, depending on the source that 
originated them. Natural sources include volcanos, vegetation, lightning, soils, wind erosion 
and oceans. Emissions from human activity-related sources are generated by a variety of sectors 
across the economy: PM is emitted mainly by heating, industry and transport; NOx (nitrogen 
oxides which include nitrogen monoxide (NO) and nitrogen dioxide (NO₂)) are emitted by 
transport and energy production; most of sulphur oxides (SOx) emissions come from energy 
production and non-road transport; almost all ammonia (NH₃) emissions come from 
agriculture; volatile organic compounds (VOCs) are mainly emitted from paints and chemicals 
used in manufacture and maintenance; carbon monoxide (CO) emissions come from heating 
and transport; and most methane emissions (CH₄) come from the agriculture, waste and energy 
sectors.4.

Air pollution impact on health and ecosystems

The main causes of death attributed to air pollution are heart disease and stroke, followed by 
lung diseases and lung cancer. Exposure to air pollution can also lead to reduced lung function, 
respiratory infections and aggravated asthma, and it may be linked to diabetes, obesity, systemic 
inflammation, Alzheimer’s disease and dementia5. The impact of air pollution on health is 
different for different population groups. The most sensitive to the impact of air pollution are 
vulnerable groups such as children, pregnant women, older people and those with pre-existing 
health condition. Evidences also suggest that people with lower socio-economic status are more 
exposed to air pollution, since they are more likely to live in environments with worse air 
quality6. 

The impact of air pollution on natural ecosystems and biodiversity has also devastating results 
and leads to environmental degradation. The most harmful air pollutants for ecosystems are O₃, 
SO₂, NOx and ammonia7. NOx and ammonia lead to eutrophication, caused by an oversupply of 
nutrients that can lead to changes in species diversity and to invasions of new species. Estimates 

1 Ambient Air Pollution: A global assessment of exposure and burden of disease, World Health Organization, 
2016 
2 Air quality in Europe - 2020, Report 9/20, European Environment Agency, 2020 (EEA, 2020)
3 idem
4 EU policy on air quality: implementation of selected legislation, European Parliamentary Research Service, 
2021 (EPRS, 2021)
5 EEA, 2020
6 idem
7 idem
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show that, in 2018, exceedances of critical loads for eutrophication occurred in virtually all 
European countries and over about 65 % of the European ecosystem area8. NOx and SO₂ lead 
to acidification, which involves changes in the pH level of water and soil that are damaging for 
land and water life. Estimates for 2018 show that critical loads for acidification were exceeded 
over about 6 % of the European ecosystem area9. O₃ is damaging for crops, forests and plants 
by reducing their growth rates and affects biodiversity10. 

Several air pollutants also have effects on climate change, both issues being closely interlinked. 
Some of them, such is the case for O₃ and black carbon, are also greenhouse gases (GHGs) that 
directly contribute to global warming. Other components (for example some PM) have cooling 
effects. Since GHGs and air pollutants often have the same emissions sources, limiting 
emissions of one or the other could bring potential benefits for both11.

The overall effects of air pollution on health, ecosystems, crop and forest yields amongst others, 
have considerable market and non-market costs. Market costs include reduced labour 
productivity, increased health expenditure, losses of crop and forest yield as well as impacts on 
the tourism sector. Non-market costs include those resulting from increased mortality and 
morbidity, degradation of air, water quality and the health of ecosystems, and climate change12.

EU policies on air quality

Air quality improvement has been on the EU agenda for decades. Currently, the main EU 
strategic document on air quality is the “Clean Air Programme for Europe”, adopted in 2013. 
It sets two main objectives for 2030: reducing the number of premature deaths from PM and 
O₃ by 52% and shrinking the ecosystem area exceeding eutrophication limits to 35%; both 
objectives to be met through a mix of regulatory and non-regulatory measures. More recently, 
the European Green Deal stated the EU commitment to work towards reducing air pollution 
from the main emitting sectors, and to address the interlinked challenges of air pollution by 
adopting a zero pollution action plan, which will include among its main objectives the 
improvement of air quality in the EU.

To ensure good air quality status for citizens, the EU has established a policy framework that 
has taken specific action based on three main policy pillars:

 A first pillar, composed by the two Ambient Air Quality (AAQ) Directives13, that have as 
main objectives to define common methods for the monitoring and assessment of air 
quality, to establish standards to achieve across the EU, to ensure that air quality 
information is made available to the public, and to maintain good air quality and improve 
it where it is not good14.

8 EPRS, 2021
9 idem
10 idem
11 EEA, 2020
12 EPRS, 2021
13 Directive 2008/50/EC of 21 May 2008 on ambient air quality and cleaner air for Europe and Directive 
2004/107/EC of 15 December 2004 relating to arsenic, cadmium, mercury, nickel and polycyclic aromatic 
hydrocarbons in ambient air
14 EPRS, 2021
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 A second pillar, comprising the “NEC” Directive15, which establishes national emission 
reduction for main pollutants, namely, SO₂, NOx, VOCs, NH₃ and PM₂.₅.

 A third pillar, that includes several EU legislative acts regulating air pollution from specific 
sources in sectors such as industry and transport.

The current report will primarily focus on the two AAQ Directives.

During the period 2000-2018, we saw a general emissions reduction thanks to EU policies, 
leading to a significant decoupling of emissions from economic activity, which is desirable for 
both environmental and productivity gains. However, air quality has not improved at the same 
level, it still has a severe impact on human health and the environment, and further efforts have 
to be made to guarantee the health of European citizens and the environment16. 

Implementation of the AAQ Directives

EU AAQ Directives have been effective in setting common EU air quality standards and 
facilitating the collection and exchange of information on air quality, but have not been 
successful in reducing air pollution and its adverse effects. Most Member States do not comply 
with air quality standards; neither have taken enough action to keep exceedances to a minimum.

The AAQ Directives constitute the third generation of EU air quality policies since the early 
1980s, and have inherited air quality standards that are currently 15 to 20 years old, most of 
those standards being weaker than the WHO guidelines. Such is the case for PM₂.₅ - in 2017 
for example, 8% of the EU urban population was exposed to levels above the EU air quality 
standards, the numbers increased to 77% when measured against the WHO recommendations17. 
Therefore, the Rapporteur welcomes the commitment made in the European Green Deal to 
revise air quality standards and align them with the WHO standards, and at the same time, 
points out that the EU ambition to become a global leader in climate, must also come with an 
ambitious agenda and measures to reduce air pollution, setting ambitious standards for all air 
pollutants. 

Strengthening the air quality monitoring network and information

The EU has established an air quality monitoring network with more than 4.000 monitoring 
stations and 16.000 sampling points based on the criteria defined by the AAQ Directives18, but 
the provisions that regulate the location of monitoring station leave a certain level of flexibility, 
that may have impacts on measurements and the relevance of the data provided. In this regard, 
the Rapporteur calls on the Commission to reinforce the obligations of the Directive to ensure 
that air quality is being measured by Member States in the appropriate locations and emissions 
sources, and that the data collected provides information on where the highest concentrations 
of air pollutants occurs. The Rapporteur also urges the Commission to review and establish new 
mandatory rules for locating monitoring stations and sampling points.

15 Directive (EU) 2016/2284 of 14 December 2016 on the reduction of national emissions of certain atmospheric 
pollutants, amending Directive 2003/35/EC and repealing Directive 2001/81/EC
16 Air pollution: Our health still insufficiently protected, Special Report 23/2018, European Court of Auditors, 
2018 (ECA, 2018)
17 Executive Summary of the Fitness Check, European Commission, 2019 (EC, 2019)
18 idem
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The AAQ Directives do not focus on reducing emissions in places where people suffer most 
from air pollution or where concentrations are highest. Therefore, the Rapporteur asks for new 
indicators in air quality indices that better reflects the human exposure to air pollution, such as 
population density around monitoring stations and sampling points. 

Covid-19 and air pollution

The COVID-19 pandemic is an example of the inextricable links between human health and 
the ecosystem health. The lockdown measures introduced by most EU countries to control the 
pandemic, led to significant reductions in emissions of air pollutants, particularly from road 
transport, aviation and international shipping. There are also evidences that long-term exposure 
to air pollution may increase susceptibility to COVID-1919.

The Rapporteur emphasises the need to include the lessons learnt from the COVID-19 
pandemics as regards air pollution when designing new policies, and to place the fight against 
air pollution at the core of the EU recovery plan, to guarantee citizen’s health and to be more 
resilient against future threats. 

Stringent policies for main pollution sources

Air pollution is a cross-border problem that concerns all regions and is generated by a wide 
range of sources, and therefore needs to be tackled with a holistic approach. The Rapporteur 
believes that any new measures will be worthless if air quality is not properly prioritised and 
mainstreamed in all EU legislation, including EU emission source legislation, such as climate, 
energy, transport, industry, agriculture and waste, while ensuring synergies between all policy 
areas. 

Most Member States not only do not comply with air quality standards, they also will not meet 
the emissions reduction commitments, as established by the NEC directives. The Rapporteur 
points to the need for stringent measures for main emitters and air pollution sources, especially 
for transport (particularly road and maritime transport and aviation), industrial installations, 
agriculture and energy production, and urges to accelerate the green transition of our urban 
areas, a deep transformation of our industrial sector and the work on the development of our 
rural areas towards a more sustainable and resilient model.

Improvement of the Air Quality Plans and enforcement of the AAQ Directives

Air Quality Plans (AQPs) are a key requirement of the AAQ Directives when a Member State 
does not comply with air quality standards, but these plans have proven to be ineffective in 
delivering the expected results in most cases. Therefore, the Rapporteur calls on the 
Commission to take measures towards improving the production and implementation of AQPs, 
establishing a set of minimum requirements and share of best practices. The Rapporteur also 
finds necessary that AAQ Directives require Member States to report on the implementation of 
the AQPs to the Commissions, establishing a yearly reporting obligation. 

As of October of 2019, there were 32 infringements procedures against 20 MS pending20. The 
Rapporteurs sees the persistent failure to fulfil air quality standards by MS as an indicator of 

19 EEA, 2020
20 EC, 2019
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their lack of commitment to take more effective measures and the ineffectiveness of the 
enforcement procedures, and asks for their revision. 

Promoting citizens’ awareness and action

One of the objectives of the AAQ Directives is to ensure that air quality information is made 
available to the public, but in practice, information on the possible health effects of air pollution 
provided by MS is scarce, unclear and hard to find21. The Rapporteur believes that public 
information and awareness have a critical role in addressing air pollutions, as it can induce a 
change of habits, and also encourage public participation in the implementation of the AAQ 
Directives, therefore asks for measures to facilitate information about air quality, such as the 
standardization of air quality classification across the EU, and the launch of public information 
campaigns on air pollutants and their impacts.

21 ECA, 2018
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MOTION FOR A EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT RESOLUTION

on the implementation of the Ambient Air Quality Directives: Directive 2004/107/EC 
and Directive 2008/50/EC
(2020/2091(INI))

The European Parliament,

– having regard to the Agreement adopted at the 21st Conference of the Parties to the 
UNFCCC (COP21) in Paris on 12 December 2015 (the Paris Agreement),

– having regard to the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and to 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),

– having regard to the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), in 
particular Article 191 thereof,

– having regard to Directive 2008/50/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council 
of 21 May 2008 on ambient air quality and cleaner air for Europe,

– having regard to Directive 2004/107/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council 
of 15 December 2004 relating to arsenic, cadmium, mercury, nickel and polycyclic 
aromatic hydrocarbons in ambient air,

– having regard to Directive (EU) 2016/2284 of the European Parliament and of the 
Council of 14 December 2016 on the reduction of national emissions of certain 
atmospheric pollutants, amending Directive 2003/35/EC and repealing Directive 
2001/81/EC (NEC Directive),

– having regard to the Commission communication of 11 December 2019 entitled ‘The 
European Green Deal’ (COM(2019)0640),

– having regard to the Commission communication of 17 May 2018 entitled ‘A Europe 
that protects: Clean air for all’ (COM(2018)0330),

– having regard to the Commission proposal for a regulation of the European Parliament 
and of the Council establishing the framework for achieving climate neutrality and 
amending Regulation (EU) 2018/1999 (European Climate Law) (COM(2020)0080),

– having regard to the European Commission’s Fitness Check of the EU Ambient Air 
Quality Directives (2008/50/EC, 2004/107/EC) of 28 November 2019 
(SWD(2019)0427),

– having regard to the Report from the Commission to the European Parliament and the 
Council on the progress made on the implementation of Directive (EU) 2016/2284 on 
the reduction of national emissions of certain atmospheric pollutants of 26 June 2020 
(COM(2020)0266 final),

– having regard to its resolution of 28 November 2019 on the climate and environment 
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emergency1,

– having regard to the Committee of the Regions Opinion on ‘The future of EU Clean Air 
Policy in the framework of the zero-pollution ambition’ of 2 July 2020,

– having regard to European Court of Auditors special report 23/2018 entitled ‘Air 
pollution: Our health still insufficiently protected’,

– having regard to the European Environment Agency report 09/2020 entitled ‘Air 
Quality in Europe - 2020 report’,

– having regard to EPRS European Implementation Assessment entitled ‘EU policy on air 
quality: implementation of selected EU legislation’ and its Annex I ‘Mapping and 
assessing local policies on air quality. What air quality policy lessons could be learnt 
from the COVID-19 lockdown?’,

– having regard to the study entitled ‘Air Pollution and COVID-19’ by the European 
Parliament Policy Department for Economic, Scientific and Quality of Life Policies,

A. whereas clean air is essential to human health and the environment, and has been 
identified as a global health priority in the SDGs;

B. whereas air pollution is the single largest environmental health risk in Europe2, affecting 
all regions, socioeconomic and age groups unevenly, causing nearly 400 000 premature 
deaths per year, and is linked to respiratory and cardiovascular diseases, strokes and 
cancer3;

1. Recognises that while the EU Ambient Air Quality (AAQ) Directives have been 
effective in setting common EU air quality standards and facilitating the exchange of 
information on air quality, they have failed to effectively reduce air pollution and to 
curb its adverse effects; draws attention to the fact that a high number of Member States 
do not comply with current air quality standards and have not taken enough action to 
improve air quality and keep exceedances to a minimum;

2. Notes that AAQ Directives are based on air quality standards that are now 15 to 20 
years old, and that some of them are much weaker than current World Health 
Organization (WHO) guidelines and the levels suggested by the latest scientific 
evidence on human health impacts; welcomes the commitment made in the European 
Green Deal to revise air quality standards and align them more closely with WHO 
standards;

3. Recommends that revised air quality standards should also cover other non-regulated 
pollutants with relevant health impacts in the EU; highlights the EU’s ambition to lead 
the transition to a healthy planet, and recalls that in order to become a global leader it 
should lead by example by adopting, inter alia, ambitious quality standards for all air 

1 Texts adopted, P9_TA(2019)0078.
2 ‘Ambient Air Pollution: A global assessment of exposure and burden of disease’, World Health Organization, 
2016.
3 ‘Air quality in Europe - 2020’, Report No. 09/20, European Environment Agency, 2020.
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pollutants;

4. Stresses the need to guarantee that air quality is being measured by the Member States 
in appropriate locations and at emissions sources, in order to avoid underestimation of 
air pollution; calls on the Member States to improve their monitoring networks, and on 
the Commission to enforce the obligations of the Directive in this regard, including by 
providing support to Member States in setting up monitoring stations, the training and 
hiring of experts, and ensuring greater accuracy in inspection, control and monitoring;

5. Acknowledges the fact that Member States have established an air quality monitoring 
network based on common criteria defined by the AAQ Directives, with more than 
4 000 monitoring stations and 16 000 sampling points; points out that site location 
provisions involve multiple criteria and offer a degree of flexibility which can make 
verification more difficult, and which often generate data that does not provide 
information on where the highest concentrations of air pollutants occur; urges the 
Commission to review and establish new mandatory rules for locating monitoring 
stations and sampling points;

6. Stresses that the AAQ Directives do not focus on reducing emissions in places where 
people suffer most from air pollution, or where concentrations are highest, and that 
concrete action in this area is needed; notes that lower socio-economic groups are more 
exposed to air pollution because they are more likely to live close to sources of heavy 
pollution, both outdoor, such as traffic and industrial areas, and indoor, such as the 
combustion of low-quality solid fuels for domestic heating; underlines in this regard the 
need to better reflect human exposure to air pollution in EU law, and urges the 
Commission to include new indicators in air quality indices, such as population density 
around monitoring stations and sampling points;

7. Points out that the COVID-19 pandemic is an example of the inextricable links between 
human health and ecosystem health; emphasises the need to include the lessons learnt 
on air pollution from the COVID-19 pandemic when designing new policies;

8. Notes that confinement measures to control the spread of pandemic led to a drastic 
decrease in emissions and air pollution, thus clearly showing the impact of human 
activities on the environment; notes with regret that continuous exposure to air pollution 
may worsen the impact of respiratory viruses such as COVID-19; underlines that 
fighting air pollution must be at the core of the EU recovery plan, and that mandatory 
and effectively enforced air quality requirements are key to guaranteeing citizens’ 
health and improving their resilience against future health threats;

9. Welcomes the announcement of the Commission’s Zero Pollution Action Plan; 
emphasises that air pollution is a burden that requires a holistic approach; alerts that any 
new measures will be worthless if air quality is not properly prioritised and 
mainstreamed in all EU policies, including EU emission source legislation, such as on 
climate, energy, transport, industry, agriculture and waste, while ensuring better 
synergies between all policy areas; calls on the Commission and the Member States to 
cooperate more closely in all areas and at all levels in order to help local authorities 
achieve cleaner air;

10. Urges the Commission and the Member States to strengthen all emissions legislation; 
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underlines that reducing emissions at source is the only effective way to guarantee clean 
air; alerts that most Member States will not comply with their 2020 and 2030 emissions 
reduction commitments established under the NEC directive; stresses the need for 
stringent measures to reduce transport emissions, particularly road and maritime 
transport, aviation, industrial installations, agriculture and energy production;

11. Notes that Air Quality Plans (AQPs), a key requirement of the AAQ Directives in cases 
when Member States do not comply with air quality standards, are often ineffective in 
terms of delivering their expected results; calls on the Commission to establish a set of 
minimum requirements and share best practices for both the drafting and 
implementation of AQPs;

12. Regrets the fact that the AAQ Directive neither requires Member States to report on the 
implementation of AQPs to the Commission nor to update them when new measures are 
adopted or when the progress is insufficient; calls on the Commission to establish a 
yearly reporting obligation for the implementation of AQPs;

13. Alerts that as of October 2019, 32 infringement procedures against 20 Member States 
remained pending; considers that persistent exceedances of air quality standards by 
Member States indicate their lack of commitment to adopting more effective measures, 
and the ineffectiveness of the current enforcement procedure; urges the Commission to 
review the current enforcement procedure for the AAQ Directives;

14. Considers that public information and awareness have a critical role in addressing air 
pollution; draws attention to the fact that Member States, regions and cities define air 
quality indices differently, and urges the Commission and Member States to establish a 
standardised air quality classification system applicable across the EU;

15. Stresses that information on the possible health effects of air pollution provided by 
Member States is scarce, unclear and not easily accessible for the public; calls on the 
Commission and Member States to launch public information campaigns on topics such 
as different types of air pollutants and their impact on human health or current local 
levels of air pollution, and to publish rankings of the best and least progress made by air 
quality zones;

16. Urges the Commission to update the AAQ Directives to include explicit provisions that 
guarantee the right of citizens to justice in line with the Aarhus Convention;

17. Instructs its President to forward this resolution to the Council, the Commission and the 
governments and parliaments of the Member States.


