Illegal diesel emissions linked to 16,000 UK deaths and surge in childhood asthma, report warns
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A recent analysis highlights a grim reality: illegal emissions from diesel vehicles in the UK have been linked to an estimated 16,000 premature deaths and over 30,000 childhood asthma cases. This troubling data emerges from an investigation into the extensive impacts of diesel pollution, largely attributed to defeat devices that allow vehicles to exceed legal emissions limits, resulting in significant public health and economic costs estimated at £96 billion.
Damian Carrington reported in The Guardian that diesel emissions have not only imposed a heavy toll in terms of health but also accounted for 800,000 days of sick leave across the UK workforce. Alarmingly, experts predict that without immediate government intervention, an additional 6,000 lives could be lost due to this ongoing crisis. Jamie Kelly from the Centre for Research on Energy and Clean Air poignantly stated, “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.”
The Dieselgate scandal has left a lasting legacy of public health concerns, particularly as nitrogen dioxide and particulate matter emitted by diesel vehicles are closely linked to severe respiratory and cardiovascular diseases. Vulnerable populations, especially children, are at a heightened risk, experiencing not only asthma and impaired lung development but also potential cognitive issues. Disturbingly, around 2,091 schools and nurseries are situated within 150 metres of roads with illegal levels of nitrogen dioxide, underscoring the urgent need for rigorous environmental regulations and cleaner transportation alternatives.
While nations such as the United States have aggressively pursued accountability through fines and recalls, the UK government’s response has been markedly tepid. Despite holding the legal authority to instigate regulatory action since 2021, investigations into 47 car models were only launched in 2024, leaving many toxic vehicles on the road. This lack of enforcement is particularly alarming considering that illegal diesel vehicles are responsible for nearly 40% of all nitrogen oxide emissions in the UK. Such vehicles, frequently outfitted with defeat devices, exacerbate air pollution and the associated health risks.
The issue further extends beyond immediate emissions; research conducted by the University of York has identified previously unrecognized pollutants in London’s air, including unburned diesel hydrocarbons, which contribute to harmful ozone and particulate matter formation. Additionally, past revelations spotlighted attempts by the UK government to resist tougher EU car emissions tests, potentially allowing for higher pollutant outputs. This contentious stance drew criticism from environmental groups advocating for stricter emissions standards to safeguard public health.
As nearly two million UK consumers embark on legal action against 18 automakers, the spotlight is firmly placed on the government's next steps. Experts warn of the dire health implications tied to the continued presence of high-emission diesel vehicles, stressing that urgent regulatory reform is essential to avert further loss of life and improve air quality. The enduring impacts of Dieselgate have evolved into a pressing public health crisis that necessitates an immediate and robust response from authorities to protect vulnerable citizens and ensure cleaner air for future generations.
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