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Summary 
The Asthma Society of Ireland has partnered with researchers in the UCC Environmental Law Clinic to 

inform a potential legislative clean air framework to support a nationwide smoky fuel ban. 

Air pollution is estimated to cause around 1,200 premature deaths per year in Ireland. It is also 

estimated to cost in the region of €2 billion per year, including the burden on the health service and 

lost productivity. Air pollution not only causes asthma to develop in young children, it worsens 

asthma symptoms and increases the risk of exacerbations, hospitalisations, and premature death. 

The Asthma Society hopes to support the Government in making the best decision towards reducing 

air pollution levels in Ireland for the benefit of health and society. 

In a recent evidence-based study prepared on behalf of the Asthma Society, the Environmental Law 

Clinic at UCC assessed the legal validity of various potential avenues of regulatory reform regarding 

smoky solid fuels, including observations as to the likely impact of each option on health, climate, 

and social justice in the context of a just transition. 

Whilst incremental roll-out of Low Smoke Zones has been the approach adopted in Ireland to date, 

the study concludes that a nationwide prohibition on all smoky solid fuels is the most feasible option 

in terms of addressing air quality problems and in terms of effective enforcement.  

A seriously considered nationwide prohibition on all smoky solid fuels, appropriately designed to 

protect human health, would give rise to few problems of consistency with the requirements of EU 

law, especially those of EU competition law and EU law relating to the free movement of goods.  

Such a measure would also make a significant contribution to reduction of Ireland’s greenhouse gas 

emissions.  

However, any such nationwide prohibition would present a risk of exacerbating fuel poverty for 

vulnerable people and should be introduced in tandem with a package of ‘just transition’ measures 

to benefit those dependent on smoky solid fuels for domestic heating and those employed in related 

industries. Such social safeguards would be entirely consistent with the EU law requirement that a 

measure potentially impacting the internal market should be part of a seriously considered policy. 

The Asthma Society with support from results from the UCC study therefore concludes that the 

implementation of a nationwide prohibition on smoky solid fuels by the Irish authorities is the most 

legally robust policy option and also that which would have the most positive impacts in terms of 

health, climate and social justice issues. 

Benefits from reduced pollution levels through the introduction a smoky fuel ban could include: 

- Improved health and quality of for all people in Ireland including those with asthma 

- Fewer number of children developing asthma 

- Relieve pressure on the healthcare system from asthma patients suffering from an 

exacerbation triggered by pollutants 

- Relieve pressure on the healthcare system by reducing chronic illness development and 

severity 

- Reduce the number of premature deaths 

- Reduce the cost of pollution to the State 

- Reduce absenteeism from work 

- Improve air quality and climate 

- Help Ireland reach WHO and EU guidelines 
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Introduction 

The Asthma Society of Ireland 
The Asthma Society of Ireland’s mission is to stop asthma deaths in Ireland. We are the voice of the 

380,000 people with asthma in Ireland, and our work radically transforms their quality of life. Our 

vision is that everyone with asthma in Ireland lives a full life, symptom-free. 

Our HSE funded Adviceline service allows people to speak to an asthma and COPD nurse specialist 

for free on all aspects on their condition management. Our services expanded in May 2020 with the 

launch of our HSE funded Beating Breathlessness WhatsApp patient support messaging service. 

Users of this service can send a WhatsApp message a respiratory nurse specialist about various 

aspects of their asthma or COPD management. 

We also proudly launched our 2020-2025 strategic plan in May of this year. The strategy was 

developed on foot of engagement with patients and healthcare professionals through focus groups, 

surveys, one-to-one meetings and at key events. 

1. We champion change by advocating to prevent asthma deaths. 

2. We communicate about asthma to ensure it is taken seriously as a health challenge. 

3. We support with services for all people with asthma, empowering them to control the 

condition and providing health promotion programmes which deliver impactful asthma 

interventions.  

4. We learn together and collaborate with healthcare, research and education professionals 

(and always with patients) to improve our understanding of how asthma works and how to 

combat it. 

5. We build our capacity to deliver for patients by growing and diversifying our funding 

streams, by innovating and by being best-in-class as a charity. 

Asthma and Its prevalence in Ireland  
Asthma is an inflammatory disease of varying severity that affects the airways. People with asthma 

have airways that are extra sensitive to substances (or triggers), which irritate them. Common 

symptoms include coughing, wheezing, shortness of breath, chest tightness, being too breathless to 

finish a sentence, being too breathless to walk, sleep or eat, and lips turning blue. Ireland has among 

the highest rates of asthma in the world.1 

In 2019, as part of a comprehensive study conducted by the Asthma Society into the economic cost 

of asthma to the State, Easing the Economic Burden of Asthma, market research was conducted to 

establish up-to-date prevalence rates. The findings of this research suggest a 1-in-5 (890,000 people) 

lifetime prevalence rate, a 1-in-13 (380,000) annual prevalence rate in adults and a 1-in-10 annual 

prevalence rate in children.2 Alarmingly, Eurostat figures show that Ireland had the poorest asthma 

mortality outcome across 14 European countries in 2015 – 74 people lost their lives as a result of 

their asthma – and one of the highest asthma hospitalisation rates in 2016 with 8,000 hospital 

admissions. It is heartening to note CSO figures that suggest a fall in death rates over the two years 

since 2015, with 61 deaths in 2016 and 57 deaths in 2017, though these figures remain unacceptably 

high, in light of asthma being a largely manageable disease.  

                                                           
1 Respiratory Health of the Nation 2018 Report, Irish Thoracic Society, December 2018. 
2 Easing the Economic Burden of Asthma: The Impact of a Universal Self-Management Programme, Asthma 
Society of Ireland, June 2019. 
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The Asthma Society believes that all people with asthma, COPD and respiratory diseases deserve to 

breathe clean air. The Asthma Society’s #AsthmaMatters manifesto, which received heavy support 

from both General Election candidates and our members and supporters, included six political asks 

for people with asthma, COPD and other respiratory diseases, including to ‘protect the right of 

Ireland’s residents to clean air’. Reducing air pollution is central to our work. 

Our vision is for the 380,000 people in Ireland with asthma to live a full life, symptom free. This 

cannot be possible while air pollution continues to worsen asthma symptoms and even cause 

asthma to develop in young children. 

The Smoky Coal ban 
On September 1, 2020, the smoky coal ban with be extended to 13 additional towns as announced in 

December 2019 by former Minister for Communications, Climate Action and Environment, Richard 

Bruton. This extension extends to a further 3% of the population, meaning 50% of people living in 

Ireland will be living in Low Smoke Zones (LSZs) and restricted to the use of specified fuels – with no 

plan in place to extend the restriction further. 

Former Minister Bruton expressed concerns that legal constraints would limit the Government’s 

ability to introduce a nationwide smoky coal ban. The Asthma Society has worked with University 

College Cork’s Environmental Law Clinic to examine these concerns and support the Government in 

selecting the most robust option in expanding the regulation of smoky fuels. The Asthma Society’s 

partnership with the UCC Environmental Law Clinic researchers aims to inform a potential legislative 

clean air framework to support a nationwide smoky fuel ban. 

A nationwide smoky coal ban has been in discussion by several leading Ministers, party leaders, and 

spokespersons for many years now. While the Asthma Society is pleased with progress, we hope 

that steps will be taken to extend the smoky coal ban as proposed in the Programme for 

Government through the upcoming National Clean Air Strategy publication. However, we hope that 

it will expand to include all smoky fuels which can be equally as harmful to health and climate.  

The Regulation of Smoky Fuels in Ireland: Assessing Options for Reform 
UCC’s Environmental Law Clinic have produced a comprehensive report that identifies three 

potential policy pathways which are available to the Irish authorities in amending Ireland’s legal 

relationship with smoky fuels. These comprise: 

1. Implementing a nationwide prohibition on bituminous coal; 

2. Implementing a nationwide prohibition on smoky fuels; or  

3. Implementing a roll-out of low smoke zones.  

This report analyses these three policy pathways and their associated considerations; and makes 

conclusions in terms of which policy options would be the least acceptable, moderately acceptable 

or the most acceptable. In publishing this report the Clinic seeks to support the Asthma Society in its 

advocacy work related to air pollution in Ireland and to identify potential policy options for reform in 

this area. 

The findings from the UCC Environmental Law Clinic show that a nationwide smoky solid fuel ban is 

the most robust option for the Irish Government to pursue at this time. Taking into consideration 

relevant legislation, enforcement, free movement of goods, competition, health, climate, and social 

justice, it is clear that a nationwide ban of all smoky fuels is a more sound route for policy makers at 

this time: 
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1. Air quality legislation: Implementing a nationwide prohibition on smoky fuels is considered 

the most acceptable in terms of meeting with the needs of (1) PM2.5 reduction targets of the 

EU Directives, (2) the simplification of the Regulations implementing the Irish Air Quality Act 

1987, and (3) the needs of any proposed clean air strategy. This option would effectively 

extend the current prohibition of specified fuels within low smoke zones to the entire 

country. It would be the most efficient option for meeting the requirements of EU Directives 

and for elaborating a clean air strategy, as it would remove from use all types of solid fuel 

which produce high levels of PM10 and PM2.5. Equally, the Regulations would be much 

simplified as only one statutory standard, that of specified fuel, would continue in use.  

2. Enforcement: Implementing a nationwide prohibition on smoky fuels is considered the most 

acceptable in terms of enforcement as it would allow for the prohibition of specified fuels 

throughout the country. In that regard, the use of bituminous coal, peat and other high PM 

producing fuels would be illegal. As only smokeless coal would be allowed enter the country, 

the current issue of monitoring different types of coal would diminish. Clearly, wider 

environmental enforcement of the ban would be required by the local authorities; however, 

the identification of the sale or use of a non-specified fuel would be a more straightforward 

task than it is today.  

3. Free movement of goods: Most readily justified approach despite being the most restrictive 

on free movement. Recent science shows all smoky fuels nearly equally harmful to human 

health. To prove superior to a geographically limited approach would need to provide some 

evidence, or need for precaution, as to unenforceability and discrimination of that policy as 

described above. Further justified by protection of the environment in preventing a simple 

switch to environmentally harmful peat, wood and biomass.  

4. Competition: A nationwide prohibition on smoky solid fuels is the most acceptable option as 

regards adherence to EU competition law. A nationwide prohibition can be justified on 

public health grounds in line with EU competition law. In accordance with decided EU case 

law, an entity pursuing an objective which is social in nature cannot be deemed an 

undertaking for the purposes of Article 101 TFEU. Such objectives serve the interests of 

individuals, groups and society in general. It can be argued that the Government of Ireland is 

pursuing a social objective of overriding public importance with the introduction of a 

nationwide smoky fuels ban. Particles emitted from smoky fuels that are less than 10 

micrometres in diameter have the potential to get deep into the lungs and bloodstream; this 

health risk increases with the smaller PM2.5 pollutants. Thus, people with heart or lung 

diseases – and conditions such as asthma – are at an increased risk. With the 

implementation of a nationwide ban, the government of Ireland would afford additional 

protection to these already vulnerable citizens. 

5. Health: World Health Organisation has stated that there is no minimum threshold in relation 

to the detrimental effects of particulate matter on human health. Therefore, in analysing the 

potential policy approaches to fuel use available to the Irish authorities from the perspective 

of health it is clear that implementing a nationwide prohibition on smoky fuels is the only 

measure which has the capacity to sufficiently impact on the reduction of particulate matter. 

It also is the only option which prevents the issue of migratory pollution and fuel ‘leakage’3, 

and is most likely to respect legal potentially emerging environmental and/or health rights 

and the precautionary principle. Therefore, the option of implementing a nationwide 

                                                           
3 ‘Leakage’ here refers to the sale of smoky coal outside of LSZs to populations living within LSZs; most 
common in LSZ with small borders 
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prohibition on smoky fuels is the most acceptable policy option from the point of view of 

health concerns. 

6. Climate: The policy option of introducing a nationwide prohibition on smoky fuels would 

best assist Ireland to fulfil its national, EU and international climate obligations as it would 

most significantly reduce emissions from the use of smoky fuels. Therefore, a nationwide 

prohibition on smoky fuels would be the most acceptable policy option.  

7. Social Justice: The policy option of implementing a nationwide prohibition on smoky fuels is 

the most comprehensive and strict of the policy options. As such, it could have greater scope 

for creating or worsening social justice issues if not implemented in a manner which 

incorporates and prioritises social justice considerations. Any introduction of increased 

measures restricting the use of smoky fuels in Ireland must be carefully approached so as to 

ensure that principles of just transition, fuel poverty and energy justice are applied. 

Otherwise, there is a risk that social justice problems will arise. In order for social justice 

issues to be adequately addressed the concepts of just transition, energy justice and 

combatting fuel poverty must be central to any plan to prohibit the use of solid fuel. 

Affected workers and communities must be included and supported, including economically, 

with the transition by governmental support which is sustainable in nature. Policy-makers 

must seek to avoid injustice and remedy social justice issues where they arise. However, 

despite the social justice implications as have been outlined, the alternative (of not 

implementing strict national measures) would in the long-term worsen issues for affected 

populations: including the impacts of climate change and future economic problems. As 

such, a nationwide prohibition on smoky fuels should be implemented sooner in time so that 

supports will be in place and available for those who need assistance in the future. 

Therefore, implementing a nationwide prohibition on smoky fuels, so long as it is 

implemented in the spirit of just transition, is the most acceptable policy option from a 

social justice perspective. 

Recommendations 
In this context, the Asthma Society of Ireland, with support from the UCC Environmental law clinic, 

recommends: 

- The implementation of a nationwide prohibition on smoky fuels 

- The replacement of the Air Pollution Act 1987 with a new Clean Air Act which is driven by a 

priority for health issues and which adheres to World Health Organisation pollution limits 

which are stricter than EU limits 

- A liaison with the authorities in Northern Ireland regarding issues of transboundary air 

pollution (with a particular focus on the context of Brexit); and of the smuggling of 

prohibited fuels; and co-operation at EU level; 

- A clarification of the law relating to air pollution (for example, there are currently different 

definitions in use for defining fuels though there does not appear to be an adequate reason 

for this); 

- A strengthening of enforcement related to air pollution and smoky solid-fuel use (with 

particular regard to EU legislation); 

- Support to the EPA in improving in air quality monitoring capacity and publish reports on 

results obtained; and to increase efforts to reduce air pollution and its health impacts.  

Ambient air pollution in Ireland and its effect on health and people with asthma 
All criteria pollutants have proven to worsen asthma symptoms and increase the risk of an asthma 

exacerbation: these include nitrogen oxides (NO) with specific reference to nitrogen dioxide (NO2), 
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particulate matter (PM), ground level ozone (O3), sulphur dioxide (SO2), and polycyclic aromatic 

hydrocarbons (PaHs). All criteria pollutants are emitted in the burning of solid smoky fuels: entering 

our atmosphere and our lungs. 

Air pollution has been proven to cause asthma in children, specifically NO2, which is most commonly 

sourced from traffic and emissions caused by the burning of coal. Globally, an estimated four million 

new cases of asthma in young children are attributed to NO2 emissions every year.4 Efforts to reduce 

NO2 levels could substantially reduce new asthma cases in children. Not only can air pollution cause 

asthma to develop, it can also worsen asthma symptoms, increasing the risks of an asthma 

exacerbation, an asthma attack, and increased risk of premature death.5 

Ireland’s level of air pollution is relatively low in contrast to other EU countries and some other parts 

of the world. However, it has been demonstrated that low levels of air pollution – even lower than 

limits recommended by the WHO – can prove harmful to health. Current WHO guidelines introduced 

in 2005 recommend a 10 μg/m3 annual mean limit of fine particulate matter (PM2.5)6 although this is 

due to be reduced even further in 2020. Long-term Canadian studies conducted with high income 

residents living in rural areas who were exposed to an annual average ambient PM2.5 concentrations 

of 5.9 μg/m3 proved that low levels still increased the risk of premature death due to chronic illness 

and comorbidities including lung diseases.7  

Premature deaths and health risks associated with air pollution exposure have been well established 

through both long-term and short-term studies.8 According to the Environmental Protection Agency 

(EPA), an estimated 1,1809 premature deaths resulted from air pollution in 2016 alone in Ireland, 

with PM2.5 – the primary particle emitted from smoky coal – accounting for 1,100 of these. 

Throughout Europe, 400,000 annual premature deaths can be associated with air pollution; globally, 

this figure rises to over four million. When indoor air pollution is taken into consideration, an 

additional 3.8 million deaths every year are attributed to household exposure to smoke from dirty 

cooking stoves and fuels worldwide.  

The benefits of reduced pollution: benefits to health and the State 
It should be prudent for the Government to reduce PM, NOx, and all criteria pollutants in a bid to 

protect the health and quality of life of the Irish people. Commitments to improve public transport, 

cycling infrastructure, and greener travel will help curb NO2 levels: but more is needed in the 

reduction of PM levels. As recommended by the EPA, “a reduction in the levels of PM produced 

                                                           
4 Achakulwisut, P; Brauer, M; Hystad, P; Anenberg, S.C. 2019. “Global, national, and urban burdens of 
paediatric asthma incidence attributable to ambient NO₂ pollution: estimates from global datasets” Lancet 
Planet Health 2019; 3: e166–78. 
5 Guarnieri, Michael, and John R Balmes. 2014. “Outdoor air pollution and asthma.” Lancet 383 (9928): 1581–
1592. 
6 https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/ambient-(outdoor)-air-quality-and-health 
7 Christidis, T; Erickson, A.C; Pappin, A.J; Crouse, D; Pinault, L; Weichenthal, S; Brook, J et al. 2019. “Low 
concentrations of fine particle air pollution and mortality in the Canadian Community Health Survey cohort.” 
Environmental Health 18 (84) 
8 Kim, In-Soo, Pil-Sung Yang, Jinae Lee, Hee Tae Yu, Tae-Hoon Kim, et al. 2019. “Long-term fine particulate 
matter exposure and cardiovascular mortality in the general population: a nationwide cohort study.” Journal of 
Cardiology. Walsh, M. 2019. “Scourge of Air Pollution.” Irish Marxist Review 8 (25): 29-35 
Pope III, C. Arden, Nathan Coleman, Zachari A. Pond, and Richard T Burnett. 2019. “Fine particulate air 
pollution and human mortality: 25+ years of cohort studies.” Environmental Research.  
9 https://www.epa.ie/irelandsenvironment/air/ 

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/ambient-(outdoor)-air-quality-and-health
https://www.epa.ie/irelandsenvironment/air/
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from the combustion of domestic solid fuel in Ireland should be at the forefront of environmental 

and health policy in Ireland”.10  

Recently, air pollution levels dropped due to restrictions and measures in place throughout Europe 

to combat the coronavirus. In April 2020, NO2 levels dropped by approximately 40 per cent in the 

average level of NO2 resulting in the avoidance of an estimated 5,980 new cases of asthma in 

children.11 In Ireland during this time, NO2 concentrations decreased up to 50 per cent at many 

monitoring stations across the National Air Quality Monitoring Network.12 Although levels still 

soared in some urban areas: according to the EPA, Pearse Street in Dublin regularly exceeds the 

hourly limit for NO2 (200 ug/m3), even with COVID-19 restrictions in place.13  

European PM pollution levels reduced by 10 per cent in April 2020 due to a drop in power 

generation and COVID-19 restriction: power generation from coal has fallen 37 per cent and oil 

consumption by an estimated third.14 This has had a huge benefit to health with an estimated 1,865 

fewer emergency room visits due to asthma.15 

Other avoided health impacts from both reduced PM and NO2 emissions are estimated to include: 

- 1.3 million fewer days of work absence;  

- 575 fewer preterm births; 

- 11,000 avoided deaths across Europe;16  

- and a projected 25 fewer premature deaths in Ireland.17 

This is important information that should be taken into consideration by both health and 

environmental policy makers in Ireland. So far in Ireland, the expansion of the smoky coal ban has 

saved lives, improved health and saved the State money. 350 fewer annual deaths per year since 

1990 can be attributed to the ban in Dublin alone due to reductions in PM10 and PM2.5.18 An estimate 

of these benefits in monetary terms put the value at over €20 million. “Additional benefits of the 

regulations include many householders switching from solid fuels, which generally are less efficient 

                                                           
10 EPA; “Submission on the Review of the Smoky Coal Regulations”. Available at: 
https://www.epa.ie/pubs/epasub/EPA%20Response%20on%20Smoky%20Coal%20Regs%20Consultation.pdf 
11 Myllyvirta, L; and Thieriot, H; “11,000 air pollution-related deaths avoided in Europe as coal, oil consumption 
plummet” CREA 2020. Available at: https://energyandcleanair.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/CREA-
Europe-COVID-impacts.pdf 
12 EPA: “Recent Trends in Air Pollution Trend in Ireland”. Published Apr 09 2020. Accessed May 12 2020. 
Available at: https://www.epa.ie/newsandevents/news/name,68631,en.html 
13 Available at: https://www.epa.ie/air/quality/reports/no2/ Accessed May 18 2020. 
14 Myllyvirta, L; and Thieriot, H; “11,000 air pollution-related deaths avoided in Europe as coal, oil consumption 
plummet” CREA 2020. Available at: https://energyandcleanair.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/CREA-
Europe-COVID-impacts.pdf 
15 Myllyvirta, L; and Thieriot, H; “11,000 air pollution-related deaths avoided in Europe as coal, oil consumption 
plummet” CREA 2020. Available at: https://energyandcleanair.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/CREA-
Europe-COVID-impacts.pdfIbid  
16 95 percent confidence interval: 7,000 – 21,000 
17 Myllyvirta, L; and Thieriot, H; “11,000 air pollution-related deaths avoided in Europe as coal, oil consumption 
plummet” CREA 2020. Available at: https://energyandcleanair.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/CREA-
Europe-COVID-impacts.pdf 
18 https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/environment/topics/air-quality/smoky-coal-ban/Pages/Background-to-the-
ban.aspx  

https://www.epa.ie/pubs/epasub/EPA%20Response%20on%20Smoky%20Coal%20Regs%20Consultation.pdf
https://energyandcleanair.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/CREA-Europe-COVID-impacts.pdf
https://energyandcleanair.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/CREA-Europe-COVID-impacts.pdf
https://www.epa.ie/newsandevents/news/name,68631,en.html
https://www.epa.ie/air/quality/reports/no2/
https://energyandcleanair.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/CREA-Europe-COVID-impacts.pdf
https://energyandcleanair.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/CREA-Europe-COVID-impacts.pdf
https://energyandcleanair.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/CREA-Europe-COVID-impacts.pdf
https://energyandcleanair.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/CREA-Europe-COVID-impacts.pdf
https://energyandcleanair.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/CREA-Europe-COVID-impacts.pdf
https://energyandcleanair.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/CREA-Europe-COVID-impacts.pdf
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/environment/topics/air-quality/smoky-coal-ban/Pages/Background-to-the-ban.aspx
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/environment/topics/air-quality/smoky-coal-ban/Pages/Background-to-the-ban.aspx
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and more polluting, to more efficient and less polluting gas or oil. The associated reduced fuel costs 

to consumers are estimated at €184 million per year.”19  

Overall, air pollution is estimated to cost in the region of €2 billion per year, including the burden 

on the health service and lost productivity.20 

Taking steps to permanently reduce coal and smoky fuel burning will relieve pressure from the 

healthcare system, improve quality of life, and be financially beneficial to the State. While 

responsibility for policy, planning and the legislative framework in relation to these issues rest with 

other Government Departments still, the Department of Health has an important role to play in the 

delivery of clean air for the benefit of health.21 For that reason, the Asthma Society asks that a 

whole-of-government approach is taken in fighting the issue. 

Recommendations 
- The Asthma Society recommends that the Department of Health takes steps to plays a more 

prominent role in policy, planning and the legislative framework in relation to air pollution 

Air pollution disproportionately affects those who are most vulnerable 
Air pollution disproportionately affects lower income individuals, families, and communities. A low 

income or socioeconomic status (SES) also correlates with a higher instance of childhood asthma, 

and asthma exacerbations. A 2011 American study showed that children with high income adequacy 

had 28% fewer exacerbations than children with low income adequacy.22 A 2015 UK study showed 

that a low SES was associated with a higher prevalence of asthma in 63% of studies.23 The believed 

reason for this being that as people with asthma of lower SES may have higher exposures to indoor 

(tobacco smoke, poorly ventilated appliances) and outdoor (pollution from traffic and burning of 

fossil fuels) allergens, and triggers, thus increasing risk for exacerbations. 

Low income families and individuals are more likely to live in housing with a low energy efficiency, 

making them difficult to heat, and increasing the risk of household pollution exposure. 2016 figures 

show that 50 per cent of local authority dwellings in Dublin alone have a BER efficiency rating of D or 

below.24 Difficulty heating the home and insufficient energy efficiency can result in the burning fossil 

fuels (coal, peat, wood) or even household rubbish in a bid to maintain heat in the home, increasing 

exposure to indoor air pollutants. Plans to upgrade 500,000 homes by 2030 as part of the EU 

Renovation Wave will be of great support to those most at risk of health inequalities due to over 

exposure to indoor air pollution. The Asthma Society hopes that those with asthma living in need of 

                                                           
19 Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment, ‘Background to the Ban’. Available at: 
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/enie/environment/topics/air-quality/smoky-coal-ban/Pages/Background-to-the-
ban.aspx  
20 8Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment, Air Quality Overview - Health effects of 
Air Pollution. Available at: 
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/environment/topics/air-quality/Pages/Air-Quality-Overview.aspx  
21 Department of Health Briefing. June 2020 
22 Ungar, W.J; Paterson, J.M; Gomes, T; Bikangaga, P; Gold, M; To, T; Kozyrskyj, A.L; “Relationship of asthma 
management, socioeconomic status, and medication insurance characteristics to exacerbation frequency in 
children with asthma”. Annals of Allergy, Asthma & Immunology, 106 (1) 2011, p17-23, ISSN 1081-1206, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.anai.2010.10.006  
23 Uphoff, E; Cabieses, B; Pinart, M; Valdés, M; Antó, J.M; Wright, J; “A systematic review of socioeconomic 
position in relation to asthma and allergic diseases” Eur Respir J 2015; 46: 364–374. DOI: 
10.1183/09031936.00114514. Available at: https://erj.ersjournals.com/content/erj/46/2/364.full.pdf 
24 (DCENR): A Strategy to Combat Energy Poverty: 2016-2019, (February 2016) 

https://www.dccae.gov.ie/enie/environment/topics/air-quality/smoky-coal-ban/Pages/Background-to-the-ban.aspx
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/enie/environment/topics/air-quality/smoky-coal-ban/Pages/Background-to-the-ban.aspx
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/environment/topics/air-quality/Pages/Air-Quality-Overview.aspx
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.anai.2010.10.006
https://erj.ersjournals.com/content/erj/46/2/364.full.pdf
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energy efficient housing are taken into special consideration as this ambitious – yet necessary – 

retrofitting plan. 

Recommendations 
- The Asthma Society recommends that the Government prioritises people with asthma and 

other chronic respiratory illness in the delivery of a National Aggregated Model of 

Retrofitting  

Conclusion 
The Asthma Society calls on the Government to introduce a nationwide smoky fuel ban for the 

benefit of health and climate. Dangerous levels of criteria pollutants are emitted from the burning of 

all smoky fuels, not smoky coal in isolation.  

A seriously considered nationwide prohibition on all smoky solid fuels, appropriately designed to 

protect human health, would give rise to few problems of consistency with the requirements of EU 

law, especially those of EU competition law and EU law relating to the free movement of goods.  

Such a measure would also make a significant contribution to reduction of Ireland’s greenhouse gas 

emissions.  

However, any such nationwide prohibition would present a risk of exacerbating fuel poverty for 

vulnerable people and should be introduced in tandem with a package of ‘just transition’ measures 

to benefit those dependent on smoky solid fuels for domestic heating and those employed in related 

industries. Such social safeguards would be entirely consistent with the EU law requirement that a 

measure potentially impacting the internal market should be part of a seriously considered policy. 

We hope that this beefing in support of the UCC report supports the Government to make changes 

necessary to improve our air quality. 

Summary of Recommendations 
- The implementation of a nationwide prohibition on smoky fuels 

- The replacement of the Air Pollution Act 1987 with a new Clean Air Act which is driven by a 

priority for health issues and which adheres to World Health Organisation pollution limits 

which are stricter than EU limits 

- A liaison with the authorities in Northern Ireland regarding issues of transboundary air 

pollution (with a particular focus on the context of Brexit); and of the smuggling of 

prohibited fuels; and co-operation at EU level; 

- A clarification of the law relating to air pollution (for example, there are currently different 

definitions in use for defining fuels though there does not appear to be an adequate reason 

for this); 

- A strengthening of enforcement related to air pollution and smoky solid-fuel use (with 

particular regard to EU legislation); 

- Support to the EPA in improving in air quality monitoring capacity and publish reports on 

results obtained; and to increase efforts to reduce air pollution and its health impacts.  

- The Asthma Society recommends the Department of Health supports and plays a more 

prominent role in policy, planning and the legislative framework in relation to air pollution 

- The Asthma Society recommends that the Government prioritises people with asthma and 

other chronic respiratory illness in the delivery of a National Aggregated Model of 

Retrofitting  

 


