GALBA briefing for West Plans Panel members: health impacts
of air pollution near airports, Summer 2026

LBA wants to change night flight rules. LBA has said they want to shorten the regulated night time
period from 8 hours to 6.5 hours and replace the cap on night flights (aircraft movements) with a noise
quota count cap. This would result in a significant rise in the number of flights from LBA, with an
accompanying rise in air pollution.

A note about particulates

It is well known that living near busy roads exposes people to a complex mixture of traffic related air
pollutants, including nitrogen dioxide (NO2), particulate matter less than 10 micrometres in diameter
(PM10), fine particles less than 2.5 micrometers (PM2.5) and ultrafine particles less than 0.1
micrometers (UFPs).

UFPs are extremely small particles that can penetrate deep into the lungs, easily move into the
bloodstream and interact with multiple organ systems. It is clear that if you work or live near an airport
such as LBA, you are going to breathe in many more UFPs because these are produced by aircraft
engines during the high temperature combustion of aircraft fuel, especially with high sulphur content.

Measurements around airports show that aircraft related UFPs typically have a diameter of 0.015-0.03
micrometers, distinguishing them from road traffic sources. Airports are among the strongest localised
sources of UFPs, sometimes producing higher concentrations of particulates, even hundreds of
metres away from the airport boundary, than those measured immediately next to busy urban roads.

Do particulates in air pollution affect human health?

Yes. There is a growing body of research showing that aircraft UFPs are strongly linked to a number
of health conditions. This is in addition to what we already know about the wide range of health issues
caused by traffic related air pollution. There is also strong evidence that aviation related UFPs can
travel many kilometres, meaning impacts are not confined to those living immediately next to airports.

What health problems are we talking about?

Respiratory Disease

UFP exposure makes asthma and airways inflammation worse. Two recent studies around Schiphol
Airport provide some of the strongest evidence to date. These studies found that on days with high
aviation related UFP concentrations, children experienced more symptoms (such as coughs,
wheezing and asthma attacks) and increased use of symptom relieving medication (such as inhalers).

Air pollution has also been shown to suppress lung growth and function in children and is a significant
risk factor for developing chronic obstructive pulmonary disease in adults, especially in women.

Cardiovascular Disease

Short term exposure to UFPs is associated with increased blood pressure and heart rate variability, as
well as damage to the lining of blood vessels leading to arterial disease. This is also seen with
pollutants such as PM2.5 particles, where increases in blood pressure have been found even in
children, as well as increased risk of arterial disease, heart attacks, heart failure and strokes.
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Babies, children and older people

There is emerging evidence that UFPs are associated with reduced foetal growth, resulting in lower
birthweight babies, while other studies suggest a link between traffic related air pollutants and reduced
cognitive performance in children and an increased risk of dementia in older adults.

Cancer risk
Studies show an increased risk of lung cancer for those living near heavy traffic. The International
Agency for Research on Cancer classifies outdoor air pollution and particulate matter as carcinogenic.

Are there guidelines for aircraft related air pollution?

Despite the growing evidence base, there are at present no binding air quality standards for UFPs in
the UK. UFPs are not currently included in air quality monitoring by the government - guidelines and
targets exist only for PM10 and PM2.5 particulates.

The World Health Organisation (WHO), in its 2021 global air quality guidelines, concluded that
evidence of harm is sufficient to warrant concern but remains too complex to be measured by a single
quantitative guideline. Instead, WHO recommends expanded monitoring, harmonisation of
measurement methods and development of guidance on what constitutes ‘high’ and ‘low’ UFP
concentrations.

This regulatory gap is particularly relevant for aviation, where airport infrastructure developments and
operational changes will last for many decades. Communities will therefore be exposed to higher UFP
levels before health-based guidelines are formally adopted.

Conclusions

e Airports and aircraft are major sources of UFPs, often affecting large populations.

e UFPs can travel many kilometres, meaning the health impacts are not confined to those living
immediately next to airports.

e There is credible and growing evidence that UFP exposure harms human health, particularly the
respiratory and cardiovascular systems.

e |eeds City Council has a responsibility to ensure effective limits are in place to avoid any increase
in aircraft related UFPs and to limit/reduce traffic related air pollution for residents living close to
airport access routes, in order to protect people from additional harm.

e Leeds City Council should follow the precautionary principle by placing an obligation on LBA to:
monitor particulates, including UFPs, in surrounding areas near the flight paths; have targets to
reduce the sulphur content of aviation fuel; commit to meet any future WHO and national
regulatory guidelines once established.

e The Leeds Health & Wellbeing Strategy has a number of priorities, which seek to make Leeds: a
healthy city for everyone; a child and age friendly city where people have the best start and age
well; a safe and sustainable place that protects and promotes health and wellbeing.

e These objectives are not compatible with an increase in flying at LBA.
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