




▪ David Cameron: "a naturally 
occurring weather 
phenomenon”

▪ Boris Johnson: “I'm urging 
people just to have a little 
balance here. I cycled this 
morning and it seemed 
perfectly fine to me. I think we 
need to keep a little bit of a 
sense of proportion”

Conflict leads to interest, 
not the other way around
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• 1997-2017: 5 ‘leading’ newspapers: The Guardian, The 
Financial Times, The Independent, The Daily Telegraph 
and The Times

• Automatic search via NEXIS & manual check 

• 1594 articles which deal with air pollution/quality in 
London/the UK in the strict sense 
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RESULTS
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The Guardian The Times The Independent The Daily Telegraph The Financial Times Total
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1) Critical discourse 
period of January 

1997 - March 2014



Key elements are present, but 
the interest doesn’t catalyse:

• ‘Single’ articles

• Attempts to stage the topic, 
but without much success

•  all important topics are 
present and story lines start 
to unfold

• Building up to what comes 
to an explosion in 2014?
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2) Critical discourse 
period of April 2014 -

June 2015

Sahara dust 
conflict Sahara dust 

conflict

Oxford street 
debate



• The issue is taken up by key actors, but is 
also dismissed

• David Cameron: "a naturally occurring weather 
phenomenon”

• Boris Johnson: “I'm urging people just to have a 
little balance here. I cycled this morning and it 
seemed perfectly fine to me. I think we need to 
keep a little bit of a sense of proportion”

▪ A controversy is created   (media) outrage 

▪ First conflict line: the ‘seriousness’ and 
‘nature’ of the crisis



• Start of cyclic iterative 
process: a self-reinforcing 
spiral of public interest and 
media coverage

• Media professionals search 
actively for newsworthy 
items

• New events are more easily 
taken up and further 
influence the debate

• July 2014: Oxford Street 
debate

▪ The issue is taken up by key actors, but at the same time 
dismissed 

▪ Boris Johnson: a ‘ludicrous urban myth’; London’s air is ‘better 
than Paris and other European cities’

▪ Conflict/controversy is key!

▪ November 2014: Boris Johnson admits the scientists ‘are right’ 
 consensus ‘established’  small dip in media interest



2) Critical discourse period of 
April 2014 – June 2015

• April 2015: journalists 
successfully play last year’s 
game 

• The story is made even 
more spectacular

The conflict seems to be 
overcome with this smog 
episode

• !) New conflict lines will be 
needed to put the topic 
centrally on the public 
agenda again 
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3) Critical Discourse 
period of July 2015 –

March 2016: Heathrow 
and Volkswagen

Heathrow

Volkswagen



1 July 2015: UK government's Airports 
Commission recommends a third 
runway at Heathrow. Air pollution 
figures centrally in the debate

 The conflict moves beyond the 
nature and seriousness of the 
problem to its societal root causes



The conflict is one of 
concerned citizens against 
the ignorant government 
and profit-seeking business 
sector





The focus on new 
fault lines does not 
mean old fault lines 

have completely 
disappeared

 Complex web of 
always more conflict 

lines coming together
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4) Critical discourse 
period of April–

August 2016

mayoral elections, MPs and Brexit 









New shift in conflict 
lines: air pollution is 
taken up as a key 
political priority of 
the highest level 
and becomes part 
of the electoral 
struggle

 strategies for 
change 

▪ Which governance level can deal most 
adequately with air pollution? European, 
national, city-level, local? 

▪ What is the power of the different policy levels 
and how do they relate to each other?

▪ The game of multilevel governance is played out 
in several ways



Brexit: defeat for 
air pollution

Election of Sadiq 
Khan: triumph for 
air pollution
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5) Critical discourse 
period of Sept. 2016 -

March 2017

different groups

different measures



Conflict line 1: social 
divisions: ‘we are not all 
affected in the same way’ 



Conflict line 2: Which visions on future 
alternatives?   
Which measures should be put in place?
Are all green measures good measures? 



 Up the spiral, more detail 
in the debate

• Further unfolding and mixing up of several conflict 
lines 
• E.g. Sadiq Khan’s pledge to pedestrianise Oxford Street
• Boris Johnson’s plea to leave the EU:‘[Have] fines 

fuelled the current heightening of Mr Johnson's 
hostility towards the EU?’ (The Guardian, 31 May 2019)

• + single news items in much higher numbers

Self-reinforcing cyclic iterative process whereby 
higher media coverage and public awareness 
mutually reinforce each other

Conflict is a crucial driving factor



!) Not debate because there is interest, but 
interest because there is debate 

CONFLICT

CHALLENGES 
PEOPLE TO TAKE 

POSITION, TO 
CHOOSE SIDES

TO ENGAGE IN THE 
DEBATE, TO FORM 

AN OPINION OF 
THEIR OWN

PASSION

RAISE OF PUBLIC 
AWARENESS

A TOPIC WHICH IS 
TAKEN UP ‘IN THE 

PUBS’ AND ‘AT THE 
SCHOOL GATE’

A PROCESS OF 
POLITICISATION



AIR 
POLLUTION

1. Effects (“what?”)

2. Root causes
(“why?”)

3. Strategies (“how?”)

4. Alternatives
(“where?”)

The conflict lines can be mapped onto Jensen’s (2002) model of different levels 
of knowledge and awareness formation in environmental education. 



Risks

• Stories are published which 
aren’t double-checked 

• Call for quick fixes, rise of 
gimmicks 

• People might become 
passively anxious

• Greg Dickinson

13 FEBRUARY 2018 • 11:03AM

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/authors/greg-dickinson/


Coming 
to an end

• Level of ‘saturation’

• New issues which take 
the foreground



THANK YOU VERY MUCH 
FOR YOUR ATTENTION

Comments, questions and suggestions are very 
welcome


