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2020: The year of
decarbonisation

T he Government has promised the 
new decade will usher in an era of 
low carbon transport across all 
modes in the UK.

Transport secretary Grant Shapps 
intends to deliver the UK’s first Transport 
Decarbonisation Plan by the end of this year, 
with the high-profile COP26 conference taking 
place in Glasgow in November. 

With transport accounting for a third of the 
UK’s greenhouse gas emissions in 2018, 
the plan will set out a framework for what 
Government, business and society must do to 
deliver the reductions needed from all modes 
of transport. 

A Department for Transport (DfT) spokes-
person says: “Our Transport Decarbonisation 
Plan, currently under development, will take 
a cross-modal approach and will consider 
modes of transport, technology and places,  
considering where and how transport  
contributes to greenhouse gas emissions 
and look to reduce them across the UK.

“Our priorities for 2020 include establishing 
a flexible regulatory framework to encour-
age new modes of transport and business  
models and launching up to four Future 
Mobility Zones, with £90 million of fund-
ing to trial new transport technologies and  
business models.”

Bold low-carbon plans are being laid down in Government, but just where 
and how will actions have the greatest effect? Mark Sutcliffe reports

Martin Tugwell, president of the Chartered 
Institution of Highways & Transportation and 
programme director at England’s Economic 
Heartland, believes the UK has an opportu-
nity to put its environmental credentials and 
progress towards decarbonisation out there. 
But it needs leadership and tough decisions. 

“The development of a new transport 
framework needs Government leadership. 
Without this, the expansion of low carbon 
public transport just won’t happen,” he says. 
“If we are going to hit these carbon reduction 
targets, we need to have some pretty difficult 
conversations about how we live our lives. 
The attitudes to public transport that have 

been allowed to develop over the past two 
or three decades simply aren’t sustain-
able.”

QUICK WINS
Urban Transport Group (UTG) in its 
September 2019 report, ‘What Next for 
Urban Transport?’, focuses on four decar-
bonisation solutions which could have 
an almost immediate impact: build the  
infrastructure to encourage more 
active travel (walking and cycling), get  
commuters back on the buses, boost rail 
capacity and take a strategic regulatory 
approach to harnessing the potential of 
new technology, such as electric vehicles  
(EVs) and smart ticketing.

UTG is also clear about what the 
Government needs to do to make this 

happen: devolve the management 
and strategic planning of transport  
networks to regional and local authorities 
and agree on a more structured funding  
mechanism to pay for it.

“If city regions cannot properly plan and 
oversee their public transport networks, 
how can they hope to properly address 
the full range of urgent and complex  
challenges they face on transport?” 
asks the UTG report. “National roads 
and national rail now have five-year 
funding deals, but funding for urban 
and local transport is short-term and 
often based on ad-hoc competitions at 
Whitehall’s whim and favour. National 
Government must deliver stable, 
long-term, local transport funding so 
urban transport networks can be  
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numbers happen. All parties in the process 
– central government, local government and 
bus operators – need to work together under 
whatever regulatory regime to deliver shared 
outcomes. Much more can be achieved now 
by just focusing on the job at hand.”

bUSES
Much of the debate about decarbonis-
ing transport has focused on big ticket rail  
electrification schemes, but after decades of 
neglect, there is now renewed enthusiasm 
for reinvigorated bus services. 

Deregulation in the ’90s made strategic 
planning of bus services more difficult and 
budget cuts in the 2010s further denuded 
services, but buses are now back in the 
limelight with the Government announcing 
an investment plan worth £5 billion over the 
next five years (see the future of bus travel on 
page 46).  

Vidler says: “Buses are the most popu-
lar and flexible form of public trans-
port and if you want to quickly and  
efficiently improve transport links anywhere 
in the country, bus is the first place you go.

“It was good to see all of the parties  

focusing on investment in buses in their  
election manifestos, and the new 
Government has committed to spending 
£220 million on buses over the next year. 
We need to make sure that is spent in the 
right places and in the right ways and we 
need to make sure that level of investment is  
sustained for the future as well.

“We’d like to see the Government  
helping the industry meet some of the costs 
of making the transition to zero emission 
technology and associated infrastructure in 
the depots and via the national grid to provide 
charging capacity. 

“We are expecting to see Government 
investment in creating the UK’s first all-elec-
tric city bus fleet in 2020. When it comes to 
what local authorities can do, it’s about con-
gestion, congestion, congestion. We need 
support of local authorities in giving buses 
a fairer share of road space to reverse the 
decline in traffic speeds which makes bus 
journeys less attractive to commuters.

“In cities such as Bristol, Birmingham 
and Liverpool, where local authori-
ties are working in partnership with bus  
operators to introduce bus priority measures,  

passenger numbers are increasing. 
Replicating this across the whole of the UK is 
all about reducing journey times and making 
the bus a much more sensible option.

“We need to work even more closely 
with local authorities to make sure buses 
have their proper place in local transport  
hierarchies to encourage more people to 
shift mode – thus moving away from more 
polluting fuels. Every local authority will have 
different approaches to doing it dependent 
on local context. But giving more priority to 
buses inevitably involves giving less to cars.”

Tugwell also believes public transport 
needs to reflect actual journey demand: “If 
we can improve the public transport offer, 
then it becomes easier to persuade com-
muters who are currently driving into our 
cities that the bus is a better option – not just 
in environmental terms – but because it is a 
more convenient and pleasant experience.

“The major challenge is that our exist-
ing networks and routes don’t always  
recognise land use, and travel patterns have  
fundamentally changed over time. A more 
demand-responsive approach could  
redefine what the network would look 
like to ensure it more closely reflects the 
actual journeys people are making and the  

transport solutions they need.”

ACTIVE TRAVEL
The recognition that many shorter car or taxi 
journeys could easily be made on foot or bike 
prompted the Transport Select Committee 
to publish a detailed Active Transport Policy 
strategy paper last year.

Ben Still, managing director of West 
Yorkshire Combined Authority, 
says: “We strongly wel-
come this call from MPs 
for greater leader-
ship from across 
Whitehall depart-
ments on the 
urgent task of 
shifting more 
short journeys 
from the car to 
foot or by bike. 
Walking and 
cycling have a 
key role to play in 
reducing carbon 
emissions from  
transport, as well 
as offering wider 
health, social and eco-

nomic benefits to people and commu-
nities. With the right funding deal and 
leadership from national Government, 
we can ensure active travel delivers a  
win-win for people and the planet.”

One of the biggest attractions of  
encouraging active travel is that costs are 
modest compared with large-scale urban 
road and rail schemes and the return on 
investment can be realised relatively quickly. 

Redesigning cities to encourage safer 
journeys on foot and by bike involves some 
infrastructure re-engineering, but European 
cities which have invested in appropriate 
infrastructure have seen dramatic increases 
in active travel in recent years.

Denmark and the Netherlands are the 
most striking examples, with almost half 
of journeys in Copenhagen and 67% in 
Amsterdam made on foot or by bike.

Between 2009 and 2014, Denmark 
invested €268 million (£228m) on 338  
infrastructure projects to 
make cycling more attractive,  
frequent and safe. This is thought to have 

resulted in an increase in cycle journeys 
of 24% on the new cycle-friendly  

sections of road.
According to Denmark’s 
Office for Cycle 

Superhighways, 
Copenhagen City 
Region’s cycling 
infrastructure  
investment has 
resulted in a shift 
in which 25% 
of new cyclists 
previously used 
cars.
C o n c e r t e d 

efforts to pro-
mote cycling in the 

southern Spanish 
city of Seville also  

produced eye-

RINGfENCEd TAxES TO fUNd SUSTAINAbLE 
TRAVEL INfRASTRUCTURE
Los Angeles ‘Measure M’ increased sales tax by half a 
cent to fund major road, transit and walking and biking 
projects. This will raise $860 million (£658m), a year for 
LA County with its population of 10 million. A similar 
approach in the UK could raise significant revenue 
to invest in sustainable transport infrastructure and 
reduce car dependency. Caroline Watson, C40 Cities

SETTING A NATIONAL CARbON bUdGET
Publish a national carbon budget for the whole 
transport sector (including international aviation and 
shipping), cascading to binding targets and budgets 
for local transport authorities and Highways England. 
Lynn Sloman, Transport for Quality of Life

REPLICATING LONdON’S EMISSION 
STANdARdS fOR NEW TAxIS
Since January 1, 2018, taxis presented for 
licensing for the first time have needed to be 
zero-emission capable (ZEC). This means 
having CO2 emissions of no more than 50g/
km and a minimum 30-mile zero emission 
range. Private hire vehicles newly licensed 
must be ZEC from 2023. Caroline Watson, 
C40 Cities

CHARGING MOTORISTS AN 
AddITIONAL PAy-PER-MILE  
ECO LEVy 
Introduce a pay-per-mile Eco Levy on 
driving, designed to cut carbon emissions 
and air pollution together with an earlier 
phase-out date for petrol and diesel cars 
(2030 for UK) – see page 64. Lynn Sloman, 
Transport for Quality of Life

bANNING NEW fOSSIL fUEL CARS fROM 2030
The Netherlands has done this. It gives a very strong 
and clear message to car manufacturers that 
they have a deadline to meet in terms of product 
development for zero emission vehicles. It also gives 
a strong message to infrastructure providers that 
the demand for charging infrastructure will be there. 
Caroline Watson, C40 Cities

TURNING AGREEMENTS INTO ACTION
Agreements resulting from the COP should include 
ambitious goals for decarbonising local transport 
networks, with definitive action required by 2030 to 
ensure rapid progress is made. COP commitments 
should be translated into standards, regulations and 
fiscal measures with clear targets for cutting global 
emissions and clearly defined national contributions 
to achieving this goal. Darren Shirley, Campaign for 
Better Transport

properly maintained and developed in the 
most cost-effective way.”
So how does local and national Government 

begin to deliver on decarbonisation in the 
short term – enabling the UK to chair the 
COP26 conference with any credibility?

Darren Shirley at the Campaign for Better 
Transport says: “Many of the changes 
needed rely on multi-year investments and 
wider societal changes.

“There are many areas where the 
Government could move quickly to 
reduce carbon emissions from transport, 
for instance by reforming the financial  
structures and incentives to grow sustain-
able transport.

“The measures we’re calling for – from 
improving walking and cycling infrastruc-
ture to investing in zero emission buses – will 
have major health as well as environmental 
benefits, particularly to vulnerable groups 
such as children, older people and outdoor 
workers.”

Lynn Sloman from Transport for Quality 
of Life takes an uncompromising line: 
“The Government should cancel the roads 
programme and commit to invest all the 
money saved in sustainable transport and 
they should instruct Highways England to 
start building Dutch- or Danish-style long-
distance segregated cycle superhighways 
alongside all single carriageway main roads 
for 15km (10 miles) beyond every settlement.

“They should recommend local transport 
authorities regulate their bus services so 
they can develop comprehensive networks 
that make it possible for people to live a good 
life without having to own and drive a car.”

But Graham Vidler, chief executive of the 
Confederation of Passenger Transport, 
believes focusing purely on regulation is a 
red herring: “Regulation can sometimes 
be a distraction from a focus on outcomes. 
There’s no magic regulatory wand you 
can wave to make decarbonisation, faster  
ticketing and increasing passenger  

of journeys in 
Amsterdam are 
now on foot or 

bicycle

increase in 
cycle journeys 
in Denmark in 

five years

67
% 24

%

Walking and cycling have a key 
role to play in reducing carbon 
emissions from transport, as 
well as  offering wider health, 
social and economic benefits 
to people and communities

Ben Still, managing director,  
West Yorkshire Combined Authority

  buses are 
an easy win 
in improving 
transport links

  The more 
people that can 
walk to work, 
the better

WHAT SHOULd bE TOP Of THE COP26 TRANSPORT AGENdA?
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catching results. In 2003, it spent £30m 
replacing 5,000 on-street parking spaces 
with 80km (50 miles)of cycleways in just 18 
months. The number of cycle journeys rose 
10-fold, encouraging city authorities to add 
another 100km (62 miles) of cycleway over 
the following five years. Today, 70,000 jour-
neys in Seville are made daily by bike – 26,000 
more than its metro carries.

New York City is preparing to build an  
additional 250 miles of dedicated cycleways 
over the next 10 years after recent increases 
in cycling also saw a spike in cyclist casual-
ties and fatalities.

In its report, the Urban Transport Group 
said: “If people are going to walk and cycle 
more, they need to feel it is a safe and  
attractive option – which means more invest-
ment in cycling and walking routes as well as 
in improving the urban realm in town and city 
centres.

“Cities which are now seen as shining 
examples (such as Copenhagen) used 
to cycle as little as we do now – until they 
decided to make a big shift. Where UK cities 
have invested in upgrading cycling routes, we 
have also seen significant growth.”

ELECTRIfICATION
Road transport currently accounts 
for a fifth of the UK’s greenhouse gas  
emissions, and the automotive sector 
will come under renewed scrutiny in the 
Transport Decarbonisation Plan.

Statistics released in January revealed 
average CO2 emissions per car increased for 

the third succes-
sive year as buyers 
moved from diesel 
to petrol in the wake of 
the emissions scandal and  
continued to buy less efficient 
SUVs.

One of the central pillars of the 
Government’s decarbonisation strategy 
is to create a benign environment for the  
development and commercialisation of EV 
technology and the associated charging 
infrastructure.

Minister for the Future of Transport 
George Freeman says: “This Government is  
committed to making the UK a global leader 
in the quiet revolution of green transport 
innovation.

“Zero emission vehicles are the greatest 
tech advancement to hit UK roads since 
the invention of the combustion engine. 
We are proud to boast record numbers 
of clean vehicles on our roads, with more  
recharging points than petrol stations and 
major research and development in new 
clean fuels.”

Sales of EVs are accelerating rapidly, 
but battery electric vehicles (BEVs) still 
accounted for less than 2% of new car sales 
in 2019. Even on their current rapid growth 
trajectory, they are unlikely to represent 
more than 25% of the new market by the 
middle of the decade.

However, the transition is happening and 
the switchover will accelerate over the next 
five years. But replacing the UK’s 35 million 

“If all we do is replace all the internal  
combustion engines with electric motors 
and human drivers with robots, we are 
still going to have a lot of metal boxes  
running around looking for parking spaces in 
increasingly congested cities.

RAIL
Successive Governments have spent  
billions of pounds of public money on rail  
electrification projects and ambitious 
schemes to boost passenger and freight 
capacity.

But, as the delays to HS2 and the  
electrification of Midland Main Line, the 
Great Western Main Line and the Lakes Line  
show, the delivery of a compre-
hensive electrified rail network  
looks unlikely to be a ‘quick win’.

The Rail Safety and Standards Board 
maintains the industry is still on course to 
decarbonise the network by 2040. 

But the industry is awaiting the publica-
tion of the Government’s ‘root and branch’ 
review of Britain’s rail network conducted by 
Keith Williams, who has already declared the  
current franchising system unsustainable.

The White Paper promised last autumn 
has still to be published, but early indica-
tions are that the initial reforms will focus on  
ticketing, fares and franchising as opposed to 
strategic development of the network.

AMP’s Jones cautions against expect-
ing rapid progress in these areas, say-
ing: “How many rail franchises are in 
trouble at the moment? A lot of those 
problems stem from the huge chal-
lenges of delivering electrified rail  
networks impacting on the train operating 
companies’ capacity aspirations and ability to 
deliver on profit expectations.

“The Government has been wanting to 
electrify lines in the Midlands and North for 
a long time, but the execution of this has  
actually turned out to be significantly more 
time-consuming and capital-intensive than 
anyone predicted.”

But Shirley emphasises the strategic  
importance of getting the cancelled 
schemes back on track: “Our research has 
shown how efforts to clean up transport 
are likely to stall unless rail electrification 
schemes are resumed.

“Rail’s potential is currently stymied by 
its ineffective structure and fragmented 
franchising system. The Government must 
deliver a new national rail policy and the 
means to implement it, bringing an end to 
franchising and giving city regions more  
control over their rail services.”

Tugwell also thinks regulatory struc-
tures require a fundamental overhaul: 
“The franchising system in both rail 
and bus industries and the competition 

rules enshrined within them can frus-
trate efforts to take a more joined-up 
approach to integration. Any review of the 
rail and bus industries needs to promote  
collaborative dialogue between  
regulators and operating companies to 
achieve outcomes that work for passengers 
first and foremost.

“We need to break down siloed thinking to 
ensure competition considerations level the 
playing field between public transport and 
private cars, rather than obstructing more 
seamless integration between modes.”

CONCLUSION
Quick wins are possible. Sustained  
investment in cycleways and walking routes 
to promote active travel and the rapid  
deployment of cleaner buses can both 
deliver rapid results.

Longer term, there are some difficult  
conversations to be had about  
strategic transport choices and wider  
societal questions about how we choose 
to live our lives and manage economic  
development, housing and recreation.

The RAC’s Gooding sums up the  
challenges: “That we are having this con-
versation at all shows there are no easy 
answers. 

“Ultimately, huge numbers of us are 
going to have to change our behaviour and a 
major driver of change is likely to be through 
Government wielding both the carrot and 
the stick. There needs to be a move away 
from the traditional Whitehall thing of purely 
working through the options department by 
department.”

Tugwell also believes the decarbonisa-
tion debate raises more fundamental  
questions about the direction of transport 
policymaking: “We need to make some  
difficult choices about whether what is  
currently in the transport investment pipeline 
will actually be appropriate to what we need 
when these projects are delivered in five-to 
-10 years’ time.

“We also need to start thinking carefully 
about what projects we put into that pipeline 
now, because if we don’t, it will be another 
five or 10 years before we can start to effect 
meaningful change.”

Those ‘difficult conversations’ need to be 
taking place now so that in 10 years’ time, a 
radical new approach to transport strategy 
can begin to be delivered. 

car parc is going to take more than a decade.
The Government says its £400m Charging 

Infrastructure Investment Fund will increase 
the expansion of the charging network, but 
experts continue to question the ability of the 
national grid to meet the huge increases in 
demand required.

Steve Gooding from the RAC Foundation 
says: “Government should focus on 

making sure we have an ade-
quate re-charging network,  

distributing renew-
able energy that can 

be stored in the next  
generation of solid-

state batteries 
in our cars and 
in our homes 
to help bal-
ance demand 
across the 
grid.”

Infrastructure  
portfolio ana-

lyst at AMP Andy 
Jones believes 

the energy network 
companies need to be 

compelled to strengthen 
the electricity grid now 

rather than wait for the increase 
in demand to manifest itself.

“A joined-up approach is needed to scale 
up the charging infrastructure. We need 
to avoid a standards war and agree on a  
common technology to ensure full inter-
operability and then get on with the job of 
building the network. 

“This is probably best done by a single 
network operator because the fact is, every 
extra charge point installed will inevitably 
involve a lot of capital-intensive infrastruc-
ture work on the power grid.”

Shirley believes the Government needs to 
set more ambitious targets to accelerate car-
makers’ production of EVs: “The roll-out of EV  
charging infrastructure needs to happen 
faster and the sale of polluting petrol and 
diesel vehicles should end by 2030 at the  
latest, not 2035 as the Government currently 
intends.”

There is also a growing consensus among 
sustainable mobility experts that electrifica-
tion of transport – particularly private cars 
– is not a silver bullet to solve all the UK’s 
transport challenges.

“It’s important not to confuse  
electrification of the transport system with 
solving our transport problems,” says 
Tugwell. “Electrification and autonomous 
vehicles per se are not the solution. 

TurN over 
for peer 
revIewS

Zero emission vehicles are the 
greatest tech advancement to hit 

UK roads since the invention of 
the combustion engine

George Freeman,  
Minister for the Future of Transport

  above, 
charging points 
for electric 
vehicles are 
becoming more 
commonplace

Distance of 
cycleways built 
in Seville in 18 

months

of new car 
sales in 2019 
were Battery 

Electric 
Vehicles

80
km

2 
%

  Significant 
improvements 
to the rail 
network need 
to be part of a 
new national 
policy
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