Dieselgate defeat devices linked to 16,000 UK deaths and surge in childhood asthma
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In the aftermath of the Dieselgate scandal, a new analysis has pointed to its grim legacy, revealing that excess pollution from diesel vehicles equipped with illegal "defeat devices" has led to approximately 16,000 premature deaths in the UK and triggered an alarming rise in childhood asthma cases. Researchers estimate these devices have caused around 30,000 cases of asthma among children, underscoring a significant public health crisis linked to the pursuit of diesel efficiency. Furthermore, the study projects that without urgent intervention, an additional 6,000 individuals may succumb to pollution-related diseases in the coming years.
The tragedy of Dieselgate first came to light in 2015 when it was discovered that many diesel cars emitted far higher levels of toxic air pollutants on the road than during laboratory tests, a revelation that seemingly caught regulators off guard. In stark contrast to the stringent actions taken by the United States, where Volkswagen faced hefty fines and mandatory vehicle buybacks, the UK government and much of the EU have been slow to respond. Many older, highly polluting diesel vehicles continue to contribute to poor air quality across British cities, leading to calls for immediate action to mitigate their health impacts.
According to the analysis, which focused exclusively on the harmful emissions exacerbated by the defeat devices rather than total diesel emissions, these excess pollutants have resulted in over 800,000 days of sick leave in the UK alone and a staggering economic burden estimated at £96 billion by 2024. On a wider scale, the fallout from Dieselgate has predicted about 124,000 premature deaths and an economic toll of €760 billion (£637 billion) across the UK and EU. If unaddressed, an additional 81,000 premature deaths and an extra €430 billion in economic damage could stem from the repercussions of this ongoing crisis by 2040.
Dr Jamie Kelly, affiliated with the Centre for Research on Energy and Clean Air, commented on the implications of these findings, stating, “Our calculations reveal the widespread and devastating health impacts of excessive diesel emissions – thousands of lives cut short, countless children developing asthma, and an immense burden of chronic illness.” He highlighted the urgency for government action, as failure to address this issue will leave a long-lasting legacy affecting future generations.
This dire scenario has drawn criticism from various advocacy groups. Emily Kearsey, a lawyer at ClientEarth, expressed frustration with the UK government’s inadequate response to the health crisis. “Auto manufacturers have been trying to sweep the Dieselgate scandal under the carpet for too long. The UK government has the opportunity to finally stand up for people’s health and hold polluters accountable,” she argued. Jemima Hartshorn from the campaign group Mums for Lungs echoed these sentiments, noting that millions of diesel cars on the streets are continuing to emit toxically high levels of pollution, detrimentally affecting public health, particularly that of children.
Legal measures, albeit slow and insufficient, have begun to emerge. In 2020, legislation was enacted placing a duty on the UK government to investigate vehicles suspected of employing defeat devices, yet critics note that these powers have yet to be fully realised. Despite a legal complaint launched by ClientEarth in 2023, which highlighted substantial evidence of ongoing pollution from such vehicles, definitive action remains elusive. The UK government revealed in 2024 that it was investigating numerous car models linked to 11 manufacturers under suspicion of using defeat devices, but activists demand swifter accountability.
Internationally, the stark contrasts in regulatory responses are evident. In the U.S., Volkswagen faced fines totalling £1.45 billion alongside a commitment to invest $5 billion into pollution mitigation. By comparison, the UK has yet to impose any fines on car manufacturers or mandate recalls, essentially leaving consumers to seek recompense through the courts. This has resulted in an ongoing wave of legal claims, with almost 2 million consumer lawsuits filed against various auto manufacturers. While Volkswagen recently agreed to compensate around 91,000 drivers in England and Wales with £193 million, most owners of affected vehicles remain uninformed about whether their cars were recalled or repaired.
The Crea report informing these findings relied on extensive data regarding car fleets and real-world emissions modelling, reinforcing the correlations between air pollutants, such as nitrogen dioxide, and their detrimental health outcomes. Estimates indicate that emissions exceeding legal limits have escalated mortality figures that could be conservatively assessed at around 13,000 deaths in the UK by 2024, a reflection of the deep-rooted public health challenges induced by toxic diesel emissions.
The environmental ramifications of diesel emissions are further compounded by recurring warnings from health authorities. The World Health Organization has previously stated that air pollution contributes to an estimated 7 million deaths annually worldwide, with the true toll likely much higher when considering the far-reaching consequences of these emissions. As pressure mounts on governmental bodies to enforce stricter measures, the immediate need for decisive action to mitigate the public health risks posed by diesel emissions has never been clearer.
Echoing the urgency for reform, a spokesperson for the UK’s Department for Transport stated that defeat devices are illegal and misleading, with negative health implications. The official highlighted ongoing investigations into vehicle emissions standards but failed to provide a definitive timeline for substantial changes.
As the Dieselgate scandal continues to unfold, the implications for public health and economic stability demand heightened scrutiny and action. Without a reassessment of diesel policies and a commitment to cleaner air, the UK faces a lingering crisis with repercussions that will echo for generations.
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