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FROM THE EPUK ARCHIVES 
 

“The Clyde area fog plague is the worst 
experience in the history of Glasgow since 1909” 

 

Report by Glasgow’s former Lord Provost Sir Patrick Dollan into 1958-
59 Glasgow smog pollution  

 
Images courtesy of Glasgow City Council 

 
GLASGOW suffered the worst pollution episodes since London’s Great Smog of December 1952 during a three month 
period lasting from the end of November 1958 to early 1959. 
 
The city was enveloped by a thick blanket of ‘fog’ making the Clyde virtually unnavigable for shipping, closed down 
workplaces and brought roads to a standstill, blackened windows, cars and laundry. 
 
Estimates suggest the smog incident cost Glasgow – the worst of 
several cities to be affected by the episode - at least £1 million a 
year with a total bill of more than £20 million. 
 
London, Birmingham and Manchester -which ran out of supplies 
of face masks - also suffered the worst pollution episode since 
December 1952 with the incident being blamed on lack of 
enforcement of local coal and other industrial emission sources  
 
The Clean Air Act placed new restrictions on manufacturers over 
coal use in towns and cities, but at this early stage appeared to 
have had little impact. 
 
Sir Patrick Dollan, the Lord Provost of Glasgow, pictured wearing 
a hat as he entered the City Chambers with a young John F 
Kennedy in September 1939, wrote a damning report on the 
health impacts of the 1958-59 fog and called for further 
legislation to prevent a repeat. 
 
EPS came across the document in the EPUK archives in the 
Wellcome Library in London and is pleased to be able to 
reproduce it in full below. 
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GLASGOW’S FOG COSTS £20,000,000 
For period November 10 – February 21, 1959 

 
By Sir Patrick J. Dollan 

 
         The Clyde Area has suffered a fog plague for 47 days and nights since November 10.     This is the worst 
experience in the history of Glasgow since 1909.     Glasgow and Clydeside have been more affected by the blight 
than any other area in Great Britain.  This indicates that the city has more to do to secure the abolition of smog and 
fog than any other community in Great Britain.       London, Birmingham, Manchester, and other cities in the South 
have also been stricken by fogs between November and February, but not to the same extent as Glasgow and 
Clydeside.      Our November  February suffering of fog is the worst I can remember happening in Glasgow in 45 
years experience of public life. 
 
A 24-hour fog day and night costs Glasgow at least £1,000,000. Glasgow must have lost about £20,000,000 between 
November 10 and the date of writing (February 21).      This represents the loss in production, cuts in wages, and 
overtime for employees, the restriction on transport, and the decline in revenue for shops, warehouses, factories 
and other centers of commerce.      Fog costs the average household £1 a day in expenditure for laundry, the cleaning 
of curtains and windows, extra costs for fuel, electricity, lighting, illness and accidents and funerals.     There are 
321,000 occupied houses in the city, so that the biggest share of Glasgow’s fog loss is borne by households, most of 

which are in the lower income groups.      
Fog also imposes extra drudgery on 
housewives and domestic servants. 
 
 
        The new town of East Kilbride, less 
than ten miles from Glasgow, has had no 
smoke-fog in November, December, 
January and February.     It is, therefore, 
a much healthier and more economic 
community than Glasgow.     Although 
its tenants pay a little more in rent they 
save because of the higher standard of 
health and cleaner amenities. 
 
 
         Glasgow, at the hour of writing, will 

have incurred over £20,000,000 in wasteful expenditure because of fog from November to February, more than 
would be required to provide all the industries, factories, shipping and houses with Clean Air Equipment and 
Services.     Glasgow is not so healthy as Edinburgh, Dundee and Aberdeen, because it has more smoke, dirt and fog 
than the other towns.       One Fuel Engineer who lives in Inverness-shire informs me that curtains and other 
household drapery in his residence do not require to be laundered except once in five years, and he has produced 
evidence to prove that some drapes in the country could be kept clean for ten years because of the lack of smog 
and fog.      What is possible in Inverness-shire may not be readily attainable in Glasgow, but the city could by 
sustained effort promote a clean air environment superior to that of any other industrial town in Great Britain. 
 
 
        The Clean Air Act will give every local authority more power to deal with the problem and will also enable public 
funds to be used for dealing with a social disease that should have been grappled with two centuries ago.     Local 
Authorities will required to be supported by citizens, some of whom at first may object to being rated and taxed for 
smoke elimination but when they are made to understand that smoke is a social evil that can be dealt with as 
effectively as smallpox, typhoid, tuberculosis, slumdom and malnutrition, they may respond more generously to 
the civic and Government appeal to promote hygiene even though it involves them in more expenditure. The 
abolition of smoke requires expenditure for domestic and industrial equipment, but all the experts are agreed that 
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the adoption of a long-term policy to create smoke-free conditions will result in social, national, municipal and 
industrial economies which will more than compensate for the investment in smoke saving legislation and 
appliances. 
 
 
         As all the political parties are pledged to support The Clean Air Act it is hoped that all local authorities will be 
prepared to put its powers into operation and to train the Sanitary Inspectors and other experts who will be needed 
to make the Act effective. 
 
 
         There are at present some 4,500 Sanitary Inspectors in Great Britain but only one per cent., of all their working 
time has been spent on smoke abatement duties.      It is obvious that more Sanitary Inspectors will require to be 
appointed on a full-time basis to deal with smoke abatement in the same way as has been attempted in Manchester, 
Coventry, and other cities and towns in England, but this is a job for more than Sanitary Inspectors. Big industry 
especially in Clydeside can make a more effective contribution to the making of a smoke-free Clyde Area than any 
other agency. 
 
 
        The Clyde, for example, could become a marvellous tourist centre if the shipyards, factories, industries, and 
shipping became smoke-free. 
 
And a healthy and sunny Clydeside for all tourists, as well as residents would be a great attraction for American and 
European tourists, who would flock to the Clyde resorts from all parts of the world if environmental and 
atmospheric conditions were made ideal.  
 
BACKGROUND NOTE: 
 

• Sir Patrick Dollan was Lord Provost of Glasgow from 1938 to 1941. He died on January 30th 1963 – 10 months 
before US President John F. Kennedy was assassinated on November 23rd 1963.  
Mr Kennedy was representing his father, the then US ambassador to Britain, during his visit to Glasgow in 
1938 to meet survivors of the sinking of the SS Athenia at the Beresford Hotel in Sauchiehall Street. Read more 

about his visit here www.scotsman.com/news/how-jfk-s-road-to-the-white-house-started-in-glasgow-1-4460181 

www.scotsman.com/news/how-jfk-s-road-to-the-white-house-started-in-glasgow-1-4460181
www.scotsman.com/news/how-jfk-s-road-to-the-white-house-started-in-glasgow-1-4460181

