What was the coroner’s ruling on Ella’s
death?

In a landmark legal first for the UK, Coroner Philip Barlow ruled in December 2020 that
air pollution made a “material contribution” to the death of nine-year-old Ella Adoo-Kissi-
Debrah. The official cause of death was recorded as acute respiratory failure, severe
asthma, and exposure to excessive air pollution, specifically noting illegal levels of
nitrogen dioxide and particulate matter near her London home.

Understanding the Landmark Ruling

The coroner’s ruling on the death of Ella Adoo-Kissi-Debrah was nothing short of historic. It
fundamentally altered the UK'’s understanding of air pollution, transforming it from an abstract
environmental concern into a direct and documented matter of public health and human safety. This
section breaks down the specifics of the ruling, the evidence that led to it, and its profound
implications.

The Core Findings of the Inquest

After a two-week inquest in December 2020, Coroner Philip Barlow delivered a verdict that
resonated across the legal, medical, and environmental spheres. His ruling was meticulously
detailed and based on overwhelming evidence. The key findings were:

e Direct Causation: Ella died from asthma contributed to by exposure to excessive air
pollution. The term “material contribution” is a specific legal phrasing meaning that the
exposure was a significant and measurable factor in her death, not just a background
possibility.

e Specific Pollutants: The ruling explicitly identified the pollutants responsible: nitrogen
dioxide (NO2) and particulate matter (PM2.5 and PM10). Data from monitoring stations
showed these consistently exceeded both EU legal limits and stricter World Health
Organization (WHO) guidelines near Ella’s home in Lewisham, south-east London.

e Systemic Failure: The coroner highlighted that the failure to reduce pollution levels to within
legal limits possibly contributed to her death. Furthermore, he noted a critical lack of
information given to Ella’s mother about the risks of air pollution, which deprived her of the
chance to take steps that might have saved her daughter’s life.

This ruling led to Ella becoming the first person in the UK to have air pollution officially listed as a
cause of death on her death certificate. This was a monumental shift from the first inquest in 2014,
which had focused solely on medical care and had not considered environmental factors.

The Evidence That Sealed the Verdict

The second inquest was granted based on new evidence that was not available in 2014. This
evidence was pivotal and included:

¢ Air Quality Data: Detailed analysis from experts, including Professor Stephen Holgate,
showed a striking correlation between spikes in illegal pollution levels and Ella’s emergency
hospital admissions. The inquest heard that levels of NO2 near her home were often between
40-50 micrograms per cubic metre (ug/m?), consistently breaching the EU and UK legal limit
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of 40 ng/m?.

e Health Expert Testimony: Medical witnesses testified that air pollution is a known
exacerbator of asthma, particularly in children, whose lungs are still developing. The evidence
clearly linked Ella’s severe attacks to her prolonged exposure.

¢ Geographical Context: The location of Ella’s home, just 25 metres from the South Circular
Road—a known pollution hotspot due to heavy traffic—was a central fact in the case. It placed
her at the epicentre of a public health failure.

The Immediate and Lasting Implications

The ramifications of this ruling were immediate and far-reaching. Coroner Barlow issued a formal
“Prevention of Future Deaths” report in April 2021, addressed to several government bodies
including the Department for Health and Social Care, the Department for Environment, Food and
Rural Affairs, and the Mayor of London.

The report made several powerful recommendations:

1. Stricter Legal Limits: The UK should adopt the WHO’s more stringent guidelines for
particulate matter (PM2.5). The UK'’s current legal limit is 25 pg/m3, while the WHO
recommends 5 ug/m3.

2. Improved Public Information: There must be better communication of air quality
information to the public, particularly to healthcare professionals and patients with severe
asthma, so they can make informed decisions to reduce exposure.

3. Enhanced National Strategy: The government must take more robust and effective action to
reduce pollution levels to within legal limits.

This ruling has since been cited in numerous legal and public health debates, empowering local
authorities to push forward with ambitious clean air initiatives like Ultra Low Emission Zones
(ULEZ) and giving a powerful tool to campaigners and families affected by poor air quality.

The Unseen Battle Inside Our Homes

While the coroner’s ruling focused on outdoor air pollution, it throws a stark light on a parallel issue:
the quality of the air inside our homes. For individuals, especially those in urban areas or with
respiratory conditions, taking control of their indoor environment is a critical line of defence.

Outdoor pollutants inevitably find their way inside, but they combine with indoor sources like
cooking fumes, cleaning products, and, most significantly, moisture from daily activities. Inadequate
ventilation allows this polluted, damp air to stagnate, creating an environment where mould spores
and other allergens thrive—a known trigger for asthma attacks.

This is where the mission for clean air becomes personal and actionable. Modern mechanical
ventilation systems are not merely about meeting building regulations; they are a direct health
intervention. Systems like MVHR (Mechanical Ventilation with Heat Recovery) actively supply
fresh, filtered air into a building while extracting stale, polluted air. Crucially, they transfer heat
from the outgoing air to the incoming air, ensuring energy efficiency. For a household in a pollution
hotspot, a well-fitted MVHR system can dramatically reduce the concentration of harmful PM2.5 and
NO2 particles indoors, creating a sanctuary of clean air.

Similarly, continuous dMEV (decentralised Mechanical Extract Ventilation) systems, like those
designed for wet rooms, work tirelessly to remove moisture and pollutants at source, preventing the
conditions that lead to damp and mould before they can even begin.



The coroner’s ruling on Ella’s death was a wake-up call about the air we all share. It underscores a
collective responsibility to demand cleaner outdoor air from our policymakers while also taking
individual action to ensure the air inside our homes is as safe and healthy as it can possibly be.

The coroner’s historic ruling directly linked illegal air pollution levels to a child’s death,
making protection from toxic air a legal imperative and a personal responsibility—explore
how modern ventilation can safeguard your family’s health today.



