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E1 Air Quality Limit Values and Objectives 

Air quality limit values and objectives are quality standards for clean air. They can be used 

as assessment criteria for determining the significance of any potential changes in local air 

quality resulting from the development proposals. 

European Union (EU) air quality policy sets the scene in Northern Ireland, including the 

provision of air quality limit values. The air quality “framework” Directive on Ambient Air 

Quality Assessment and Management came into force in September 1996 and is intended 

as a strategic framework for tackling air quality consistently, through setting Europe-wide air 

quality limit values in a series of daughter directives, superseding and extending existing 

European legislation. The first three daughter directives have already been placed into 

Northern Ireland legislation.  The fourth daughter directive is expected to be placed in 

Northern Ireland legislation soon via a set of consolidating regulations
1
 .  

In a parallel process, the Environment (Northern Ireland) Order 2002 makes provisions for 

contribution to the Air Quality Strategy for England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 
2
, 

for local authorities to undertake their duties in local air quality management, as described in 

the Air Quality Strategy, and for the provision of air quality objectives.  Under the 

Environment (Northern Ireland) Order 2002 local authorities in Northern Ireland are required 

to carry out a Review and Assessment of their local air quality. The first round process 

involved a phased approach (each phase requiring more detailed assessment) with the aim 

of determining whether the air quality objectives would be achieved. 

Some pollutants have air quality objectives expressed as annual mean concentrations due 

to the chronic way in which they affect health of the natural environment (i.e. effects occur 

after a prolonged period of exposure to elevated concentrations) and others have objectives 

expressed as 24-hour, one-hour or 15-minute mean concentrations due to the acute way in 

which they affect health or the natural environment (i.e. after a relatively short period of 

exposure). Some pollutants have objectives expressed in terms of both long-term and short-

term concentrations (e.g. nitrogen dioxide and fine particulate matter). 

Table 1 sets out the EU air quality limit values and Northern Ireland air quality objectives for 

the main pollutants relevant to this assessment. 

The short and long term air quality limit values and objectives for NO2 are numerically the 

same but have different compliance dates. Analysis of monitoring data reported in the Air 

Quality Strategy
2
 indicates that, at locations where air quality is dominated by road traffic, 

the short term air quality objective for NO2 will be achieved if the annual mean concentration 

is 65 µg/m
3
 or less. 

The short and long term air quality limit values and objectives for PM10 are numerically the 

same also with different compliance dates. The Air Quality Strategy
2
 includes additional but 

provisional (i.e. not included in Regulations) air quality objectives for reducing exposure to 

PM2.5.  These provisional objectives are to achieve an annual mean concentration of 25 

µg/m
3
 or less across the whole of Northern Ireland by 2020 and to reduce urban background 

concentrations by 15% between 2010 and 2020. 

The critical load for nitrogen deposition in raised and blanket bogs is 5 – 10 kg of nitrogen 

per hectare per annum
3
 . 

 

 

                                                           
1
 The Air Quality Standards Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2007 (draft) 
2
 The Air Quality Strategy for England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, laid before the Northern 
Ireland Assembly by the Minister of the Environment, July 2002. 
3
 Annex F of HA 207/07, based on an assessment procedure developed by the UK Highways Agency in 
collaboration with the Joint Nature Conservation Committee and Natural England. 
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Table 1: EU and Northern Ireland Air Quality Limit Values and Objectives 

Pollutant Averaging 

Period 

Limit 

Value/Objective 

Date for 

Compliance 

Basis 

31
st
 Dec 2005 NI 1 hour mean 200 µg/m

3
, not to 

be exceeded 

more than 18 

times a year 

(99.8
th
 

percentile) 

1
st
 Jan 2010* EU 

31
st
 Dec 2005 NI 

Nitrogen 

dioxide 

Annual mean 40 µg/m
3
 

1
st
 Jan 2010* EU 

31
st
 Dec 2004 NI Daily mean 50 µg/m

3
, not to 

be exceeded 

more than 35 

times a year (90
th
 

percentile) 

1
st
 Jan 2005* 

(Stage 1) 

EU 

31
st
 Dec 2004 

 

NI 

Fine 

particulates 

(PM10) 

Measurement 

technique: 

Gravimetric Annual mean 40 µg/m
3 
 

1
st
 Jan 2005* 

(Stage 1) 

EU 

Nitrogen 

oxides (NOx) 

Annual mean 30 µg/m
3
 31 December 

2000 

EU 

  * Changes have been proposed but are not yet included in the Regulations. 
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