
The hidden impact of engine idling – why it’s better to switch off!

[image: A row of cars on a road

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]Did you know?
· When your engine is idling, you are not just wasting fuel, you are breaking the law and may face a fine (1)?
What is engine idling?
Idling is the act of leaving a vehicle’s engine running unnecessarily.  For example, if you’re stationary or parked with the engine running, this would be classified as idling. 
It’s easily done if you are waiting in your car to collect someone, checking your phone, or making a call. But if you do have your engine idling, you could face a fine upwards of £20, or £80 in areas of London – as per the Road Traffic (Vehicle Emissions) Regulations of 2002.
Why is engine idling so damaging?
It may not even occur to many of us that there is any problem with sitting in our car with the engine running, but here are some disturbing facts about why it’s better to switch off:
· Idling your engine for more than 10 seconds uses more fuel and produces more emissions than stopping and restarting your engine (2).  
· An idling car can produce up to twice as many exhaust emissions as a moving one and can fill up to 150 balloons with harmful emissions every minute (3).  
· One minute of engine idling produces more carbon monoxide than the smoke from 3 packets of cigarettes (4) (that’s the equivalent of one cigarette per second).
· People inside cars with idling engines are exposed to high levels of air pollution, with children especially at risk of harmful effects.  As well as carbon dioxide, idling engines churn out nitrogen oxide, sulphur dioxide, hydrocarbons and particulate matter, all of which contribute to poor air quality. Recent research has shown that drivers waiting at traffic lights were exposed to up to 29 times more harmful pollution particles than those driving in free flowing traffic (5,6). 
Poor air quality and the impact on health
Air pollution is the largest environmental health risk we face today. It has been linked to cancer, asthma, stroke and heart disease, diabetes, obesity and dementia either as a cause or as a complicating factor contributing to premature death. 

London has 4,000 deaths per year that are attributable to air pollution (7) and those with pre-existing conditions and young children are particularly badly affected
But aren’t there good reasons for not switching car engines off and on again?
The following reasons are often given (incorrectly) by people for leaving their car engine idling:

1) Leaving your car running when stationary for a short time is cheaper than turning it off and on again 
It is actually cheaper to turn off your engine. Between 5% and 8% of fuel use occurs while your engine is idling.  It’s a common misconception that stopping and starting the engine uses up more fuel than leaving the car running so, by switching off, you’re also cutting down on fuel costs (8). 

2) Keeping your engine running is better for your car than switching off and on again 
Leaving your engine idling isn’t just bad for the environment, it can be bad for your car too. This is because when your car is stationary, it’s not operating as efficiently as it should and this leaves a fuel residue, which can damage important components such as engine cylinders, spark plugs, and the exhaust system.  This in turn can increase fuel consumption by up to 5% (9).

(The RAC advises that frequent restarting has little impact on the battery although older vehicles (around eight years old) and vehicles with older batteries (around five years old) may struggle if started too often in a short space of time.)

3) You need to keep the engine running to keep the heater on
If you park and need to keep the heater on, rather than turning the car off completely, just turn off the engine.  The heater should stay warm for up to 30 minutes. 

What else can I do?
Try to consider how long you are going to be stationary in traffic. The RAC recommends that motorists turn off their engines if they don’t think they’ll move for around two minutes.  It may feel as though it won’t make much of a difference but switching off your engine can go a long way to improving air quality.

Poor air quality affects everyone, but especially children – remember, it’s better to switch off! (10)
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