
20© Colchester CAReless Pollution Toolkit for schools

Air pollution fact sheet

How to use this section of the toolkit 
Please find below a series of facts about air pollution including  
how it affects us here in Colchester. You can use this fact sheet as 
a discussion guide to help introduce the subject to the class and 
talk about what we can all do to help improve the quality of the  
air we breathe. 

When you have finished your discussions on air pollution,  
please use the accompanying quiz on page 22 to test your pupils’ 
knowledge. There are also additional activities in this toolkit to help 
you delve further into the subject matter depending on your time 
and interest.

What is air pollution? 
Air pollution is the presence of toxic substances in the air which 
can be harmful to the health of humans and other living beings, 
and cause damage to our environment. There are different types of 
air pollutants such as gases and particulates (microscopic matter 
suspended in the air) which can come from many different sources. 
Air pollution isn’t always visible and can be odourless too.

What are the main sources of air pollution? 
In towns and cities, the main source of air pollution is road 
transport. Diesel and petrol vehicles create pollutants, including 
nitrogen dioxide and particulate matter, and the friction of brakes 
and tyres on the road also contributes to poor quality air. Other 
sources of air pollution include burning fuel in houses for heating 
or cooking, emissions from power stations, industry and farming.

What is the main source of air pollution  
in Colchester? 
The main source of Colchester’s air pollution is exhaust  
fumes from cars, lorries and other vehicles travelling in and 
around the town. Air pollution can be 30% higher outside 
schools because of idling cars (a car is stationary with the 
engine running).

Why is air pollution a problem in Colchester? 
As the oldest Roman town in Britain, Colchester has many 
narrow roads in the town centre. The buildings form a 
canyon-like environment that can trap air pollutants,  
which means we end up breathing them in. 

In Colchester there are three Air Quality Management Areas 
(AQMAs) where pollution levels exceed national guidelines. 
The AQMAs cover the town centre and the residential areas  
of Brook Street, Magdalen Street and the lower end of  
Mersea Road. 

Which toxic gases are found in exhaust fumes? 
Exhaust fumes from vehicles such as cars, vans, lorries and 
buses contain toxic gases including nitrogen oxide, carbon 
monoxide, carbon dioxide and sulphur dioxide. 
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What does it mean when a car engine is ‘idling’ and
why is it a problem? 
Idling refers to a car that is stationary but has the engine running, 
for example waiting at a level crossing or outside a school. Idling 
engines are a significant contributor to air pollution because they 
produce higher concentrations of air pollution than a car in motion. 
This pollution can accumulate inside the car by natural circulation 
of air or suction through the ventilation system and is breathed  
in by everyone inside the car. 

Am I protected from air pollution when I travel to 
school in a car? 
No you are not protected from air pollution inside a car. 
Researchers found that pollution inside a stationary car with the 
engine running (for example waiting at traffic lights or outside 
school) can be up to seven times higher compared to air outside 
the car and in some cases this could be much higher.

How does switching off a car engine when stationary 
help improve air quality? 
Switching off your engine when you are waiting at traffic lights, 
level crossings or outside schools is a really easy way to help cut 
air pollution in Colchester by up to 30%. It means that anyone who 
is near a road with idling cars, or sitting inside an idling car, doesn’t 
have to breathe in harmful emissions. That includes people who 
live in streets with lots of traffic, children on their way to school, 
people on their way to work, the person in the car behind you  
and you sitting behind another car. 

How does poor quality air affect our health? 
Air pollution reduces life expectancy and is linked to 1 in 
20 deaths in Colchester. It is recognised as a contributing 
factor in the development of lung conditions, heart disease 
and cancer. There is also evidence highlighting possible 
links between air pollution and diabetes, dementia and 
underweight births. 

Which groups of people are particularly 
vulnerable to poor quality air? 
Breathing in poor quality air is bad for everyone but there 
are certain groups of people who are particularly vulnerable 
including pregnant women, babies, children, people with 
existing respiratory problems as well as elderly people. 

What is Colchester Borough Council doing  
to help? 
CAReless Pollution is a new campaign in Colchester that is 
urging drivers to adopt better driving habits and switch off 
their engines while they wait at traffic lights, level crossings 
or outside schools, to improve their own health and help 
reduce air pollution in the town. 
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