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London’s mayor 
has set a target of
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%
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spaces can be released for development. 
But these are only one version of the future 

with AVs. It’s not hard to see how they might 
enable other futures. I once challenged a 
senior insurance company executive about 
conflicts between AVs and pedestrians 
and his response was to demand more  
controls on pedestrians and jaywalking, 
saying that UK pedestrians were particularly  
uncivilised and uncontrolled. 

You can see that from a narrow insurance 
viewpoint this makes sense, putting more 
onus on pedestrians to stay safe and there-
fore to shift blame and risk for any crashes 
with AVs on to them. 

However, this runs entirely counter to the 
direction of policy in most cities, which are 
busy promoting walking and cycling and 
cutting motor traffic. The Mayor of London’s 
transport strategy sets a target of 80% of 
travel to be by sustainable modes – walk-
ing, cycling and public transport – by 2041, 
and London and other cities are considering 
ambitious moves to take space away from 
motor vehicles and give more to pedestri-
ans and cyclists. 

They are doing this for wider policy  
reasons – to reduce obesity by increasing 
physical activity, to cut pollution and sim-
ply as a recognition that in cities, space is 

O ne of the problems with having 
a programme called ‘Smart 
Transport’ is that many people 
coming to it fresh assume that 

it’s all about driverless cars and tech nology. 
As I trust those involved know by now, it’s 
about more than that – how technology and 
the private sector can support the wider 
objectives of local and national govern-
ment – cutting congestion, tackling climate 
change and creating liveable and healthy 
communities. 

This means that the huge advances in 
technology in transport can’t be accepted 
uncritically, or as an inevitable future for 
societies to accept, adapt to, encourage and 
welcome. 

There’s no doubt that the advances in 
vehicle technology, the use of data and 
the new mobility services can bring great  
benefits. But they also have downsides 
and can bring problems too – and could, in 
some circumstances, lead to societies and 
communities that no one will want to live in.

So, policymakers and politicians are going 
to look hard at technology and new mobil-
ity services and will regulate and manage 
them so they contribute to, rather than 
undermine, their wider policies. 

This is not a case of know-nothing  
politicians or officials getting in the way of 
progress – it is about ensuring that technol-
ogy contributes to the wider good of society. 

Autonomous vehicles (AVs) are a case 
in point. The visions for these sometimes 
present a future where every vehicle on the 
road is fully autonomous and so deaths and 
injuries from road crashes will be elimi-
nated, congestion will be a thing of the past, 
mobility for the elderly and disabled will be 
improved and areas taken up with parking 

Stephen Joseph says decision-makers must take  
care to ensure the technologies they introduce will  
contribute to, rather than undermine, policies

can everyone  
be a winner?

scarce and people walking and cycling and 
using buses or trams make more efficient 
use of this space than they do in motor vehi-
cles, even if autonomous and electric. 

There’s also the fact that people – and 
investors – like walkable cities, and that 
younger people, in particular, like them.

Indeed, some landowners are now  
concerned about the office buildings they 
have in London with parking spaces in the 
basement which tenants don’t want and 
which are difficult to convert to other uses 
– a type of stranded asset.

The Government recognised this  in its 
Future of Mobility: Urban Strategy (www.
gov.uk/government/publications/future-
of-mobility-urban-strategy). Published in 
March, it set out some principles for the 
future, one of which is that “walking, cycling 
and active travel must remain the best 
option for short urban journeys”. 

This and the other principles, such as 
“mass transit must remain fundamental to 
an efficient transport system” and “mobil-
ity innovation must help to reduce conges-
tion through more efficient use of limited 
road space”, set a clear context for those 
promoting autonomous vehicles and other 
transport technologies. 

They will need to show that what they 

are offering will support and be consistent 
with these principles. And this is not just a 
UK approach. As CoMoUK and others have 
pointed out, the principles are clearly based 
on the “shared mobility principles for live-
able cities” developed by the US entrepre-
neur Robin Chase and adopted by many 
cities worldwide (www.sharedmobilityprin-
ciples.org/). 

This is not intended as a criticism of the 
Zenzic Road Map to Autonomous Vehicles, 
which we cover elsewhere in this issue. This 
is a thorough and detailed analysis which 
doesn’t shy away from the issues around 
autonomous vehicles. 

However, what I am suggesting is that 
the context in which autonomy in vehicles 
will be developed might alter this roadmap. 
Proponents of AVs and other technologies 
will need to get used to answering ques-
tions like “what problems is this trying to 
solve?” and “how will this help us achieve 
our objectives?”. 

This becomes all the more important 
as policymakers in transport get to grips 
with tackling climate change. As I said in 
the previous issue, this is fast becoming a  
defining issue for the whole transport sec-
tor, a prism through which every project and 
measure will be seen. 

Since I wrote about this, we have seen 
activity and action grow – more councils 
declaring a climate emergency, the UK 
Government adopting the net zero target 
for carbon emissions by 2050, more school 
strikes and action by groups like Extinction 
Rebellion. 

This comes against a backdrop of wors-
ening news on the world’s climate – fears 
about the Greenland ice sheets breaking 
up, fires in the Arctic and the Amazon, and 
more intense hurricanes. And, in response, 
the environment and climate change 
appearing near the top of key issues in  
opinion polls. Increasingly, technology 
developers and promoters will be asked to 
show how their products will support fast 
cuts in greenhouse gases and steep path-
ways to net zero emissions. 

The good news is technologies can 
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definitely help tackle climate change 
and contribute to other public policy objec-
tives. The recent Smart Transport confer-
ence in Birmingham heard from a wide 
range of companies and organisations with 
practical expertise and solutions for the 
problems faced by policymakers. 

The West Midlands is at the forefront of 
trying these out – it has been promoting 
Mobility as a Service (MaaS) and is one of 
the test beds for AVs.

Beyond these, there are interesting start-
ups trying out new services – a recent 
example I came across is Tandem, which 
aims to use technology to reduce transport 
poverty (medium.com/@zincvc/how-tan-
dem-is-working-towards-ending-trans-
port-poverty-e872d93b5c10). Others are 
reinventing coaches – Sn-ap (/www.getas-
nap.com) is aggregating travel demand into 
existing coach fleets, while Conga (www.
conga.uk) is trying to reinvent coaches so 
as to cut congestion and carbon emissions 
from motorways and make more efficient 
use of them.

These may not succeed, but they are 
illustrations of the possibilities. Ultimately, 
though, public response and adoption will 
play a big part in the future of mobility.

In this, I’ve been struck by the huge growth 
in electric bikes. These have had little or no 
public funding yet growth rates have been 
startling and are comparable with elec-
tric cars which have had significant public 
support. Halfords predicts further growth 
(www.halfords.com/blog/the-ebike-fore-
cast) and in the Netherlands e-bikes now 
form the majority of new bikes sold. 

We have also seen growth in the use of 
electric scooters and other forms of “micro-
mobility”, despite them not, in fact, being 
legal in the UK. The Government is under-
taking a review of regulations for these and 
other forms of new mobility services, espe-
cially taxis and private hire, where the cur-
rent distinctions between taxis and buses, 
which are differently regulated, are already 

being blurred by the growth of Uber and 
demand responsive services.

All this suggests that public 
demand and tastes may take 

mobility and transport in 
directions unexpected by 
either the private or public 
sectors. However, policy 
and regulation can shape 
those tastes and trends. 
The Smart Transport con-
ference saw the launch 
of the second report of 
the Commission on Travel 

Demand, looking at shared 
mobility and we cover that in 

this issue. This has identified 
trends in the direction of more 

shared transport, but has also sug-
gested ways the Government can 

actively support sharing and greater vehi-
cle occupancy. As the report summary 
says: “The data suggests that vehicles are 
utilised for only very small amounts of the 
week and that there is great potential to 
share assets and journeys more. But it will 
not happen in the absence of a set of policy 
commitments to bringing it about. We con-
trast the ambivalence to sharing and the 
perceived difficulties of it with the positivity 
and investment around automated vehi-
cles, despite the manifestly more complex 
issues which arise from that transition”. 
(www.creds.ac.uk/publications/where-
now-where-next). 

In summary, then, technology is not a 
policy-free zone, free for geeks to play in. 
Trends in technology will result from a 
complex interplay of public demand, public 
policy, Government funding and regulation, 
and innovation and entrepreneurship by 
private and public bodies. And all of this will 
determine what kind of places we end up 
creating and living in. 

The key point is – this is something all of 
us have a stake in as citizens and, indeed, 
inhabitants of the planet. 

  The choice 
of transport 
modes is ever-
increasing. 
It’s up to the 
planners to 
give each the 
opportunity  
to interlink  
in the most  
eco-friendly 
manner

The key point is this is something 
all of us have a stake in as 

citizens and, indeed, inhabitants 
of the planet


