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              An improved 
Eco Levy would have 
multiple benefits

W hat one smart transport 
measure could reduce 
carbon, air pollution, 
congestion and many 

other impacts of road traffic while 
generating revenue for investment in public 
transport and active travel? 

Cities that have introduced road pricing, 
such as London, Singapore, Stockholm 
and Milan, show this is a highly successful 
way of reducing traffic and cutting air and 
carbon pollution. In London, traffic in the 
charging zone fell by one fifth and carbon 
by 16% four years after the introduction 
of congestion charging. When Singapore 
introduced its national road pricing scheme 
in 1975, there were dramatic reductions in 
traffic, which has continued as people have 
switched to public transport. 

Successive UK governments have been 
reluctant to implement national road 
pricing, preferring to pass the buck on 
charging to local transport authorities. 
Despite having the powers for nearly 20 
years, no local authority outside London 
has had the nerve to introduce road 
charging. Some councils are tentatively 
introducing chargeable clean air zones 
(CAZs) to reduce air pollution, but these 
won’t address carbon from the majority of 
road mileage outside urban centres. 

In a climate emergency we don’t have 
time to wait for local councils to pluck up 
the courage to bring in a charge for driving. 
And we cannot rely on electric vehicles 
(EVs) to save us. Even with an accelerated 
timetable to ban new cars that are powered 
only by diesel or petrol by 2030 (compared 
with the Government’s current proposal of 
2040), the majority of cars and car-miles 

driven over the next 10 years will still be 
fossil-fuelled. 

We need to cut road traffic significantly – 
and soon.

In a recent briefing for Friends of the Earth 
(FoE) on the transport policies needed 
to address the climate emergency, my 
colleague Lynn Sloman and I contended  
that we need an ‘Eco Levy’ road pricing 
scheme to tackle climate change, toxic 
air pollution and other negative impacts 
of traffic. This charge would be distance-
based but with lower rates for electric 
vehicles and there would be investment in 
public transport both before and after the 
charge is introduced.

With satellites and mobile 
communications, technology is no longer a 
barrier to national road pricing. The much 
bigger hurdle is political; with politicians 
reluctant to act out of fear, this will be 
unpopular. Yet time and again, experience 
has shown that once a road pricing scheme 
has been implemented and people see it 
works, their support for it increases. 

In the wake of London’s congestion 
charge, around two-thirds of residents 
surveyed felt they had gained from it, or it 
had made no difference to them, compared 
with a quarter who were worse off. 

In Stockholm, public support rose from 
40% before the charge to 70% seven years 
after it was introduced. 

In a referendum in Milan, 79% of voters 
supported a proposal to extend their 
charging scheme to all vehicles and cover 
more of the city, alongside improvements 
to public transport.

This is helped by the fact that there are 
generally more winners than losers. 

improving air quality, many people will 
support it. 

The recent introduction of the ultra-low 
emission zone (ULEZ) in London has received 
backing from parents, doctors and teachers 
because of the health benefits. There is high 
support for better public transport, even 
among drivers, with RAC surveys showing 
the majority of drivers would switch to public 
transport if the services were better. Our 
estimates for FoE suggest a new distance-
based Eco Levy would raise as much as 
£20 billion a year. This would provide much 
needed investment in local public transport 
in all towns and cities. 

We believe the best way to win public and 
media support for an Eco Levy is to combine it 
with free local public transport. This is already 
free in more than 100 towns across the world. 

Dunkirk in France made its buses free 
in autumn 2018 and at the same time 
transformed its bus network. One year 
on, bus trips were up 85%, half of new bus 
users previously drove, one-in-10 new bus 
users had sold their second car and there 
is evidence it is leading young people to 
postpone getting a driving licence. This was a 
game changer for a working class town that 
was culturally very attached to the car.

Councils need to be given binding carbon 
budgets that compel them to consider road 
pricing and other measures to cut transport 
carbon. Government leadership is also 
required to introduce a national road pricing 
scheme for the strategic road network 
(SRN) of motorways and ‘A’ roads. A 6p per 

km (9.5p per mile) charge for cars to use 
the SRN would reduce car mileage 

on motorways and trunk roads by 
around a quarter, while raising 

enough revenue to halve all rail 
fares. German rail company 
Deutsche Bahn has just 
made tickets 10% cheaper 
for long distance traffic as 
a result of government 
climate protection 
measures. Contrast this 
with the British new year 
tradition of raising rail 
fares. 
Our politicians are 

energetic and bold when 
it comes to Brexit, willing to 

use new technology for border 
controls, bring in new charges for 

customs, and risk upsetting traditional 
supporters for the national good. Yet what 

is more in the public interest than tackling 
climate change and air pollution? So come 
on Mr Secretary of State for Transport. Apply 
some of your government’s vim and vigour to 
introducing a national road Eco Levy, along 
with improved public transport services 
nationally. It could be a surprising vote winner.

It could generate billions to direct towards improving public transport – and it might 
even be a surprise weapon for politicians at the ballot box, says Lisa Hopkinson
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In practice, a fairly small proportion of 
households are responsible for a large share 
of miles driven and, hence, charges.

In Stockholm, three-quarters of the 
congestion charges paid by private vehicles 
came from just 5% of residents. And the 
winners tend to be the disadvantaged groups 
politicians should be most concerned about: 
young people, older people, those on lower 
income or women. 

Experience from the Swedish capital 
shows there are ways to win public and 
political support. Stockholm’s proposal 
was highly controversial – but an effective 
communications and consultation process 
during the pilot, as well as providing more 
public transport, helped deliver a majority 
vote for the charge in a referendum. 

A road pricing scheme is more likely to be 
politically achievable early in the electoral 
cycle when politicians do not face an election 
at a time when support is lowest, just before a 
scheme is introduced.

If it is shown that the income from an Eco 
Levy will be used to improve public transport 
and reduce fares, while cutting carbon and 

of Milan residents 
voted for more 

stringent charging 

79
%


