
Clean Air Zone
Consultation Feedback

August 2018

Connect. Support. Grow.



About us

The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce (GBCC) is a membership-led, business support 
organisation that has acted as the voice of local businesses since 1813. Today, we continue to connect, 
support and grow local businesses.

We are one of the largest Chambers in the country, with over 3,000 member companies covering six 
geographic areas across the region (Birmingham, Burton, Chase, Lichfield and Tamworth, Solihull and 
Sutton Coldfield) and four themed divisions (Asian Business Chamber of Commerce, Future Faces, the 
British American Business Council and the Commonwealth Chamber of Commerce).

Members range from young professionals to SMEs and large, high profile organisations, including 38 
Chamber Patrons comprising companies such as Mondelez International, Jaguar Land Rover and The 
NEC Group.

Background

The subject of poor air quality has become increasingly prevalent in Birmingham over the last decade 
and it was no surprise to see that the city, along with five others outside of London, is being mandated 
by the European Commission and the Government to introduce a Clean Air Zone by January 2020. The 
Council’s proposal, which rests on charging heavily polluting vehicles for entering into parts of the city 
centre (covering all of the roads within but not including the A4540 middle way ring road), is likely to 
impact a number of GBCC members that operate in and travel through the area. As a membership body 
which represents over three thousand firms, we have been liaising with the local business community to 
produce a formal consultation response which will be officially presented to Birmingham City Council 
(BCC) in mid-August ahead of its formal submission to Government in September. 

The following tasks have been undertaken in a bid to collate feedback from our members which has been 
used to inform the consultation response:

• Hosted a private lunch with GBCC Patrons and Councillor Waseem Zaffar, Birmingham City Council 
Cabinet Member for Transport to discuss the impact the proposed zone is likely to have on the local 
business community

• Held a private roundtable with senior officers from Birmingham City Council along with key regional 
stakeholders and a range of GBCC members to share feedback on the Council’s proposals 

• Sent out a survey to over 16,000 thousand business contacts in Greater Birmingham in order to gain a 
deeper appreciation of the information and support businesses would like to receive in the run up to 
January 2020 

The survey covered four key topics which will form the basis of our response:

I. The potential benefits the Clean Air Zone bring to the business community
II. The potential challenges the Clean Air Zone bring and how will these affect local firms
III. The type of supplementary support businesses want to see with the introduction of the Zone
IV. What businesses need to get ready for the Clean Air Zone 

Potential Benefits the Clean Air Zone will bring to the business community 

The resurgence of Birmingham over the last ten years is well documented as record levels of FDI, the 
arrival of HS2 and the relocation of iconic brands such as HSBC UK to the city is creating an air of 
confidence rarely matched across the country. The award of the 2022 Commonwealth Games only adds 
to this surge of optimism. However, as a by-product of the great strides made by the city we are seeing 
a notable increase in congestion levels across Birmingham – a recent Inrix study revealed that drivers in 
Birmingham are spending 9% of their total journey in traffic which is costing the city £632 million in lost 
revenue1. 

It was a sentiment reflected in a recent Chamber publication which showed that 65% of local businesses 
are impacted by congestion issues which in turn create problems related to staff punctuality and 
productivity. The introduction of a Clean Air Zone could ultimately reduce the overall levels of congestion 
in the city2. Lessening traffic on the road would also cut the number of accidents, which would in turn, 
shorten delays and decrease damage on the road network.



Moreover, a number of studies have revealed that poor air quality is contributing to the premature death 
of 900 residents in the city each year and many more suffer from respiratory ill health as a result of 
dangerously high levels of NO2 and particulate matter (PM)3 . Ultimately, the planned zone could play a 
crucial part in reducing the number of citizens suffering from serious illness.

Undoubtedly, the economic and health benefits are intrinsically linked as a cleaner environment would in 
turn create a healthier and more productive workforce – all of which would add to the attractiveness of 
the city and make it even more desirable for overseas investors and those firms looking to relocate to the 
region.  The operation of the zone would also feed into the wider regional objectives around encouraging 
modal shift to alternative methods of transport and reduce car usage which is expected to increase 
across the West Midlands over the next twenty years.

Potential Challenges the Clean Air Zone will bring and the effect on local firms

The launch of a Clean Air Zone will also bring a range of challenges which would be troubling to local 
firms. Firstly, the suitability of the zone’s parameters has been questioned. The GBCC appreciates that 
the modelling work undertaken by the council has revealed significant levels of NO2 emissions along the 
A38 north/south route through the city (via the tunnels) however, this is also one of the most efficient 
roads in carrying traffic through the city. Rerouting journeys away from this road is likely to divert traffic 
to longer routes, which ultimately will increase overall levels of pollution. Clearly BCC will have to work 
closely with the likes of Transport for West Midlands and other providers to ensure traffic isn’t simply 
transferred from one part of the city to another. 

The inclusion of the A38 could also create inadvertent safety issues which the Council would need 
to address to ensure effective implementation.  For example, drivers coming off the A38 M Aston 
Expressway might be forced to make last minute lane changes (particularly if they are not aware of the 
charge or the layout of the road) which could increase the likelihood of serious collisions. 

The Council has also been clear in setting out the type of vehicles which would exempt from any charges:

• A diesel engine of Euro 6 (VI) standard or better (most new registrations after September 2015) 
• Petrol engines of Euro 4 standard or better (most new registrations after 1st January 2006)
• A hybrid, electric or LPG engine

A number of our members have highlighted concerns over the impact the charges will have on low 
income residents that are likely to own older vehicles. Those living in deprived areas (either inside or 
outside of the zone) might find it difficult to upgrade their vehicle and the extra cost of driving might 
also affect their employability levels. Many businesses in the region running commercial fleet are also 
concerned with the mechanics of the proposed zone. Queries have been raised around the validity of 
how long the Euro VI engines will be compliant with air quality legislation, particularly if the European 
Commission introduces Euro VII diesel regulation in the next three years and reverses the emphasis to 
CO2 emissions. 

Moreover, a number of firms in the region are also wary of the potential bearing on small and medium 
sized operators in the CAZ area. One manufacturer based in Digbeth stressed that thousands of 
businesses based in the zone that receive deliveries on a daily basis are likely to face negative 
consequences. SMEs running tight margins are unlikely to be able to cope with even higher upfront costs, 
which could lead to significant delays in supply chain operations and ultimately a greater number of 
redundancies. Whilst we are rightly proud of the record levels of FDI pouring into the city, undoubtedly 
there are legitimate concerns around the possible impact of commercial real estate prices on buildings 
in the centre of Birmingham – especially if construction projects are being delayed due to the charges 
incurred. 

A common theme which emerged from our discussions related to the tight timeframes which were 
being enforced on the Council to ensure legislative compliance. For example, do manufacturers have 
the production capacity to satisfy a whole market switch to Euro VI vehicles? Does the Council have 
the capacity to introduce the infrastructure required to make the zone operational within 18 months? 
Building more low emission refuelling stations, developing new charge points for electric vehicles and 
creating new bus lanes and cycle routes will all be required to be place by January 2020. When taking 
into consideration the infrastructure upgrade work being currently undertaken by the likes of HS2 and 
Highways England in and around the city, there are grave fears that making the city ready for the zone 
will only add to congestion levels and potentially put the city at a competitive disadvantage in relation to 
the likes of Leeds and Manchester. 



What supplementary support do businesses want to see?

Whilst the GBCC welcome the plans around providing those on low incomes with ‘sunset periods’, 
we would also like to see the Council offering mobility vouchers4  to those residents most likely to 
be impacted (disabled, older and younger people along with those on lower incomes) – in essence, 
encouraging those with older cars to trade them in for credits which would allow them to travel on 
alternative modes of transport if possible.

The GBCC would also like to see a review of those who will be exempt from the charge. It is pleasing 
to see that certain specialist vehicles will not be charged to enter the zone, in particular emergency 
vehicles, historic vehicles and military vehicles. However, serious consideration needs to be given to the 
operating hours of the zone, which is currently expected to run for 24 hours a day. Representatives from 
the emergency services made it clear that a number of night time workers will be unfairly penalised, 
particularly as there is no alternative public transport option available throughout the night – an 
opportunity exists to either exempt night time workers in the emergency services or to liaise with the 
likes of TfWM, train operators and National Express to ensure appropriate travel options are made 
accessible. 

The success of the zone also rests upon the level of commercial support which can be offered to affected 
businesses. Clearly some form of financial assistance will be required to help those companies that 
will struggle to upgrade their vehicles within the suggested 18 month timeframe – particularly, if they 
have only recently upgraded their engines to meet the current standards.  The Chamber welcomes the 
proposal that discounted charges could be offered for business vehicles registered to SMEs which enter 
the CAZ on a regular basis, however, the Council also needs to provide greater clarity on their definition 
of an SME as that has not been made clear in the associated documents. In addition to this, a number 
of taxi firms will be required to upgrade their engines and will struggle to do so unless offered a form of 
financial incentive to replace the older models. 

Significant funding will also need to be channelled into the city’s public transport networks to improve 
travel choices for residents and business employees5 . In particular, the Council needs to work with key 
stakeholders across the region to not only offer improved travel options for residents and employees 
(park & ride schemes for those travelling greater distances) but also to implement the infrastructure 
required to encourage a reduction in congestion levels within a sensible and achievable timeframe.

What do businesses need to get ready for the Clean Air Zone?

Whilst the five thousand responses received by BCC in relation to the consultation is impressive, the 
majority of businesses across the city are either ill-informed or unaware of the potential impact the 
introduction of the Zone will have on their output. Well defined and consistent messaging will be required 
to ensure businesses are aware of the various permutations the Zone will bring to their operating 
procedures. 

In order to make informed investment decisions, firms also require a degree of certainty to proceed. It is 
essential the Government provides clarity on how long the Euro VI emission standard will remain relevant, 
especially in light of the likelihood of the EU introducing the Euro VII emission standard before the end 
of the decade and the advent of Brexit.  In a similar vein, whilst BCC have announced a deliberately loose 
framework around pricing options (between £6 to £12.50 for private cars and potentially up to £100 
pounds per day for HGVs), they haven’t specified how long these charges would remain in place and how 
often they would be reviewed – companies require this critical information so they can effectively budget 
and plan for the future. 

Visibility is also crucial to ensure the business community is supportive of these measures. Whilst BCC 
have been vocal on the need to reinvest surplus cash generated from the running of the Zone, they 
will need to go further and provide clear and transparent plans on where specifically this money will 
be invested in the city’s transport networks. For example, how many electric vehicle charge points will 
be created and where specifically will they be based? The Council should also specify that the funding 
generated would be spent across Birmingham as a whole as opposed to simply within the Zone itself.



Travel plans for business employees would also be welcomed to not only reduce congestion levels, but 
also help people make their journeys in a different way and reducing car usage. Recent studies have 
shown that 41% of car journeys made in the West Midlands are less than two miles in length6 , so it would 
be sensible for the Council to target those making shorter journeys and signpost them to alternative 
modes of transport. From a practical point of view, there also needs to be consistency for owners of 
commercial fleets whose vehicles are likely to pass through a number of Clean Air Zones across the 
country on a daily basis – a single portal to pay for the charges would save time and be more efficient. 

Conclusion

The GBCC is broadly supportive of the introduction of a Clear Air Zone. With almost a thousand deaths 
per year caused by issues related to poor air quality, action needs to be taken if we are to create a 
healthier and more productive workforce. However, we are concerned about the suggested launch date 
of January 2020 given the practical challenges businesses, individuals and predominantly the Council will 
face in attempting to turn this around in less than two years. 

Clearly, the Government needs to review the timeframes involved for compliance or reconsider their 
standpoint on tapered charging, otherwise the unintended consequences referenced in the sections 
above could have a serious impact on the future prosperity on the city and the region as a whole. Beyond 
that, the successful implementation of the Zone will rest upon an effective engagement campaign and 
the GBCC will be working closely with its members to ensure the Council is fully attuned to the concerns 
shared by the business community. Ultimately, the overarching principles which underpin the Zone are 
the correct ones, it’s up to stakeholders from across the spectrum to work together to ensure that the 
zone is implemented effectively. 

The GBCC is calling for:

• The Government to review the timeframes involved for the implementation of the Zone
• The Government to provide clarity on how long the Euro 6 emission standards will be compliant with 

air quality legislation
• BCC to make clear how often it will review and adhere to the proposed charging frameworks
• BCC to work with key regional partners to make sure measures are put in place to ensure A38 

continues to effectively carries traffic through the city and not dispersed elsewhere 
• BCC to provide prior notice and signage to ensure there are no accidents for drivers entering the 

zone (particularly those leaving the A38 M Aston Expressway)
• An official ‘ring-fencing’ of any surplus cash generated from the running of the Zone to only be used 

in upgrading the city’s public transport networks and helping those most affected
• Transparency on where and how surplus funding will be used to upgrade the city’s public transport 

networks and helping those most affected
• BCC to offer mobility vouchers for those with the oldest vehicles to be able to trade them in and use 

alternative modes of transport
• BCC to consider extending the exemptions to those working in emergency services professions 
• BCC to consider flexibility on the 24 hour enforcement to support night time workers
• BCC to work with other local authorities that are also implementing  a Clean Air Zone to introduce a 

consistent method of payment across the cities
• BCC to work with bodies such as the Chamber to create a ‘Clean Air Toolkit’ for businesses 

– ultimately providing clear and practical advice on how businesses can best prepare for the 
introduction of the Zone
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