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Air pollution
The World Health Organization has described air pollution as the 

world's “single biggest environmental health risk”. Whether it is smog 
engulfing our cities or smoke from our homes, air pollution not only poses 
a major threat to our climate, it threatens our health too.

According to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), while air 
quality in Ireland is generally good there are localised issues in some of 
our cities, towns and villages. For example, there was an exceedance of the 
European Union (EU) annual average legal limit values in 2019 at one urban 
traffic station in Dublin due to pollution from transport. Our local towns 
and villages are not immune either. Apart from emissions from burning 
solid fuel, nitrogen dioxide (NO2) from transport emissions continues to 
pollute our urban areas. Indications are that Ireland will exceed EU limit 
values for NO2 at further monitoring stations in the future, according to the 
EPA. 

Scientific studies show that pollution from traffic - car exhaust emissions 
- are damaging to human health, in particular the health of children, and 
therefore is a serious public health concern that is growing in urgency in 
Ireland.

Attention is gathering around the effects of school traffic on children’s 
health due to exhaust emissions and how this can be reduced to tackle the 
growing problem of particular health issues such as asthma. According to 
the Asthma Society of Ireland, young people are arguably more susceptible 
to air pollution than adults, due to their smaller size, developing physiology 
and closer proximity to fumes from cars. The Society also notes that one in 
five Irish children experience asthma at some stage in their lives and this is 
directly linked to poor air quality.

Improving air quality for children is therefore a priority public health 
issue and focusing on schools will help target this issue head on. Emissions 
from cars, in transit or idling at the school gates means an increase in 
pollutants including NO2 and particulate matter in the air. In a Report by 
the Royal College of Surgeons, “Every breath we take: the lifelong impact 
of air pollution”, particular matters have been linked to suppressed lung 
growth in children, asthma, heart disease and the onset of type 2 diabetes 
(Feb, 2016).
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Idling at schools
The key to tackling air pollution at schools is to regulate driving 

practices which unnecessarily increase the amount of NO2 in the air. One 
such practice is car idling. An idling engine can produce up to twice as 
many exhaust emissions as an engine in motion where international studies 
have found that idling for over 10 seconds uses more fuel and produces 
more carbon dioxide (CO2) compared to restarting your engine.

Exhaust emissions contain a range of air pollutants such as carbon 
monoxide, NO2, and particulate matter. These pollutants contribute to 
global warming and worsen air quality for the whole school community.

Schools are already committing to introducing “no idling” zones as part 
of a campaign to combat air pollution caused by cars left running when 
dropping off and collecting children at school gates. During Clean Air 
Week in November 2020, dozens of schools committed to introducing “no 
idling” zones, a campaign which continues to grow in strength.

Car Idling
Currently in Ireland, there is no criminal offence of “idling”/“car idling” 

on the Irish statute book. However, there is a provision where a driver 
shall not leave a vehicle stationary and unattended on a public road with 
the engine running, i.e. Regulation 87 of the Road Traffic (Construction, 
Equipment and Use of Vehicles) Regulations 1963 (S.I. No. 190 of 1963).

In the UK, car idling was made illegal through the Road Traffic (Vehicle 
Emissions) (Fixed Penalty) (England) Regulations 2002, which makes 
it an offence to idle a car engine unnecessarily when stationary. Failure 
to turn off the engine may result in a fixed penalty notice of £20. Many 
other countries have either introduced legislation such as Germany, France 
and Belgium while others are engaging in public awareness campaigns to 
reduce idling such as the Netherlands and Canada.

In the interest of protecting children’s health, this Act provides for the 
first time in Ireland, a similar offence relating to causing or permitting a 
mechanically propelled vehicle to remain idle in the vicinity of a school. 
Enforcement of this new measure will be under the remit of the Garda 
Síochána and the local authorities. The Act also provides for traffic signs 
and the payment of a fixed charge as an alternative to prosecution for such 
an offence, as well as other related matters.

Banning idling at schools is one way to help people towards making 
cleaner decisions in their everyday lives. Not only will this benefit children 
and the wider school community, it will help reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions contributing to our response to tackle climate change.

Research carried out in Canada found that if motorists who avoided 
idling for just three minutes every day of the year, CO2 emissions could 
be reduced by 1.4 million tonnes annually, the equivalent to taking 
320,000 cars off of the road for the entire year. Eliminating unnecessary 
idling is one easy action that individuals can take for the benefit of our 
climate and environment.

But legislation alone will not tackle the issue of unnecessary idling, 
there will need to be public awareness campaigns to help encourage people 
take on better driving practices. Messages to reduce unnecessary idling 
are therefore a key component of many national climate change programs.

Therefore, this Act should be seen as part of a suite of measures to help 
combat unnecessary idling, reduce air pollution and combat climate change.
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Provisions of the Bill
Section 1 is a standard form provision and provides definitions of words 

and phrases used in the Bill.

Section 2 prohibits the idling of a mechanically propelled vehicle in the 
vicinity of a school without a reasonable excuse. For the purpose of the 
section a person who is in charge of a mechanically propelled vehicle idles 
the vehicle concerned in the vicinity of a school if the person causes or 
permits the vehicle to remain stationary, with the engine running, on school 
premises or within 100 metres of school premises. The offence is subject to 
certain exceptions and identifies a non-exhaustive list of circumstances that 
constitute a reasonable excuse for the purposes of the section.

Section 3 provides certain powers to members of the Garda Síochána 
where it appears to a member that an offence under section 2 is or has been 
committed.

Section 4 extends the application of section 95 of the Road Traffic 
Act 1961 to permit the provision of road traffic signs for the purposes of 
alerting road users to the application of section 2 in particular public places. 
The section further enables the Minister for the Environment, Climate and 
Communications to issue guidance to road authorities in relation to the 
provision of such signs and requires the Minister to conduct an annual 
review of such guidance and regulations under section 95 of the Road 
Traffic Act 1961.

Section 5 amends section 34 of the Road Traffic Act 2010 to provide that 
an offence under section 2 is a fixed charge offence for the purposes of Part 
3 of that Act.

Section 6 amends section 3 of the Local Authorities (Traffic Wardens) 
Act 1975 to allow for an offence under section 2 to be declared to be a fixed 
charge offence for the purposes the said section 3.

Section 7 amends Schedule 4 to the Road Traffic Act 2010 (Part 3) (Fixed 
Charge Offences) Regulations 2017 (S.I. No. 244 of 2017) to prescribe 
the amount of fixed charge that will apply in respect of an offence under 
section 2.

Section 8 amends the Local Authorities (Traffic Wardens) Act 1975 
(Fixed Charge Offences) Regulations 2006 (S.I. No. 136 of 2006) to 
declare an offence under section 2 to be a fixed charge offence for the 
purposes of section 3 of the Local Authorities (Traffic Wardens) Act 1975 
and to prescribe the amount of fixed charge that will apply in respect such 
an offence.

Section 9 provides for periodic reporting by the Minister for the 
Environment, Climate and Communications in relation to the enforcement 
of offences under section 2. For that purpose, the section also requires the 
Garda Síochána and local authorities to compile and store certain statistical 
information and provide such information to the Minister in such manner 
and at such times as the Minister requires.

Section 10 is a standard form provision and provides for the short title of 
the Bill, collective citations, construction and commencement of the Bill.

Jennifer Whitmore, T.D,
Samhain, 2021.
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