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THE HUB: FROM THE CHAIRMAN

About the chAirmAn
Stephen Joseph is the chairman of the 
Smart Transport Editorial Board and 
was chief executive of the Campaign 
for Better Transport for 30 years before 
taking up a position as advisor to the 
charity last summer. He has also been 

a member of various government advisory groups and was 
awarded an OBE in 1996 for services to transport. 

  Public 
transport is 
becoming more 
of a key issue 
for those inside 
Parliament 
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opments (for example on using waste 
hydrogen for transport). 

The mayors are up for re-election in May, 
where their record and programmes will 
be scrutinised. And there’s no doubt that 
in those elections, air pollution, climate 
change and the environment generally will 
be big issues. Most mayors have embraced 
the role of championing clean air and there 
is continued pressure on them and city 
councils to go further. Bristol has approved 
a ban on diesel vehicles, Birmingham is 
proposing to ban private vehicles from its 
central area altogether and Oxford is plan-
ning a “zero emission zone” from the end of 
this year. 

But air quality is only part of the story. 
There are at least two other agendas driv-
ing city transport policies. First, there is the 
“healthy streets” agenda, reclaiming space 
from cars and making it easy and attrac-
tive for people to walk and cycle, and this 
of course requires reductions in levels and 
speeds of traffic. The London, Manchester 
and South Yorkshire mayors have all 
appointed champions for cycling and walk-
ing, and their work is bearing fruit as new 
networks of cycling and walking routes are 
developed and implemented. In fact the 
first mayor to have such a champion was 
Boris Johnson; his cycling commissioner, 
Andrew Gilligan, drove through the pro-
gramme of the cycle superhighways and 
has come with him to No 10 as his transport 
advisor. Some of Mr Gilligan’s influence can 
be seen in Conservative manifesto pledges 
to fund cycling cities with high quality design 
standards and in the latest decision to put 
more money into cycle networks. We can 
expect further central Government support 
for this agenda. 

The other agenda is of course tack-

S o we’ve had the general elec-
tion and, whatever your views, 
the political landscape for the 
next few years looks more set-

tled. It’s worth taking a moment to consider 
what this might mean for transport, smart 
or otherwise. 

Of course, the big focus during the elec-
tion was on Brexit, but, unusually, trans-
port issues had a high profile below that. 
It wasn’t just about the railways and HS2; 
there was a lot of focus on local bus ser-
vices and local transport more generally. 
This is not what normally happens – in most 
elections transport is never mentioned, 
except perhaps in passing. And since the 
election, with the Conservatives taking so 
many seats in the north of England and the 

Stephen Joseph is keeping a watchful eye on how our politicians will 
tackle transport issues – and whether they can keep their promises

Political proof will 
be in the pudding

economists that their system was institu-
tionally biased against the North, because 
it was based on continuing past trends and 
patterns of northern decline and London/
SE prosperity. Changing the rules will 
require changing this approach, and maybe 
replacing it with a “what would need to be 
true?” question to think through how past 
trends can be changed. 

Of course, the immediate test of this 
approach has been HS2 – and we can see 
here exactly the change in the balance of 
forces. Where once a Conservative govern-
ment might not have worried about reac-
tions and impacts in the north and Midlands 
from cancelling HS2, now these became a 
key issue in the decision and were used by 
the Prime Minister as a major justification of 
the decision to push ahead. Those against 
HS2 argued that the money released by 
cancelling it would be better spent on local 
transport in these areas; those in favour 
argued that it had to be “both/and” not 
“either/or”, hence the extra funding for 
buses, cycling and rail upgrades alongside 
the HS2 announcement.

There is at least a consensus that there 
needs to be investment in improving trans-
port in and around cities and towns, espe-
cially in “left behind” areas. Who should 
manage that investment, and what kind of 
investment it should be, is now the focus of 
interest. The Government is also committed 
to greater devolution, with potentially more, 
and more powerful, mayors. Those already 
there have been given “Transforming 
Cities” money, and are starting to use it 
– they are also starting to use powers on 
buses and other areas like spatial planning 
frameworks. As interestingly, they are using 
their “soft power”, bringing people together 
and promoting new enterprises and devel-

Midlands, transport has become a token of 
whether Government rhetoric will turn into 
real practical support for those areas and 
those living in them. 

It is interesting to see how this is play-
ing out in practice. Alongside the specific 
decisions on HS2 and money for buses 

and cycling, there has been noise about 
changing Treasury rules to support invest-
ment outside London and the South East. 
Depending on how this is done, this will be a 
challenge to traditional transport appraisal 
– one (northern) academic once told the DfT 
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ling climate change. Given what’s hap-
pening in the wider world, this is going to 
take centre stage this year. The Australian 
bushfires, the school strikers on climate 
change, and the UK hosting in Glasgow at 
the end of this year the UN climate con-
ference COP26 all put pressure on the 
Government to go further and faster on 
tackling climate change and championing 
the environment. 

As I wrote in Smart Transport 3, this is 
increasingly going to drive transport policy. 
The Department for Transport is now pre-
paring a decarbonisation plan. Quite what 
direction this will take is not yet clear, but 
if it is to measure up to the task it will have 
to both embrace technology and go beyond 
it. By “embracing technology” I mean mov-
ing further and faster on phasing out petrol 
and diesel vehicles (now already announced 
in advance of the strategy), and also wider 
use of technology, for example in managing 
data and in payments for transport services. 
But as I’ve noted before, all the evidence is 
that to make an impact on transport emis-
sions other measures will be needed to 
reduce demand for road and air transport. 

The urgency on tackling climate change 

is mir-
rored at sub-
national level. 
The Scottish and 
Welsh Governments are 
committed to net zero emission tar-
gets. In England, the sub-national transport 
body Transport for the North is preparing a 
“pathway to net zero” in its transport strat-
egy, after campaigners pointed out that 
it was legally required to do so, and other 
sub-national bodies are planning to follow 
suit. Over half of all English councils have 
declared a “climate emergency” and are 
beginning to work through what that might 
mean in practice. While some of the result-
ing action is about councils’ own practices 
– new fleets of refuse vehicles and staff 
travel allowances, for example – further 
action to cut traffic is also likely to result 
in some cities. As one example, a levy on 
employee parking spaces at workplaces, 
pioneered in Nottingham, is now being 
considered in many other areas, including  
Oxford, Birmingham, Leicester, Reading 
and Leeds. 

So from all these three interlinked issues 
– air quality, healthy streets and climate 

spending and taxation as well as through 
regulation and legislation – has a huge 
influence on transport. In the past, the 
Government and many local councils have 
supported road building and airport expan-
sion – indeed, the Conservative election 
manifesto pledged increased money for 
road building. Increasingly, this support will 
be questioned (the Leeds climate assembly 
recommended that the city council should 
withdraw support for the expansion of 
Leeds Bradford Airport). The freeze on fuel 
tax will look increasingly out of kilter with 
the Government’s commitment to net zero 
emissions by 2050.  

The basis on which decisions are taken 
on transport will come under increased 
scrutiny. I mentioned at the start the 
Government’s intention to recast the 
Treasury’s “Green Book” to remove bias 
towards London from decision-making, but 
these wider issues will require examination 
too. Traditionally, the environment and the 
economy have been traded off in economic 
analysis, including on transport schemes 
– putting carbon reduction and tackling 
climate change at the centre of transport 
policy will require big changes in the way in 
which transport policy works and the way in 
which schemes and strategies are devel-
oped and justified. Short term economics 
and politics may still take precedence in 
practice, as we saw with the decision to bail 
out Flybe, but the criticism of that decision, 
which came from well beyond environmen-
talists, shows that things are changing.  

After an election campaign and its after-
math in which transport issues featured 
more than usual, and with mayoral elec-
tions approaching in May, we can expect 
much more action and focus on the issue. 
Politicians in many cities seem to be up for 
taking tough decisions on tackling traffic, 
and using innovative approaches like citi-
zens’ assemblies to get more considered 
public engagement. 

Although the Government has announced 
that it will take more action and spend more 
money on local transport, businesses hop-
ing for a simple national framework may be 
disappointed. The history, layout, traditions 
and culture of different places will influence 
the approach taken – smart transport won’t 
mean the same everywhere. 

The question the Government will have 
to face, on decarbonisation, air quality and 
other issues, is, baldly, who is going to pay 
whom to do what? And what powers will 
or should stay at UK or GB level and what 
should be devolved to nations, regions and 
cities? Over the next few months, with the 
Budget, mayoral elections, the decar-
bonisation strategy, a “devolution” white 
paper and decisions on the railways, the 
Government will have to give an answer.  

 Those 
questioned in 
Leeds favoured 
charging cars 
and promoting 
public transport

  In Cambridge, 
residents prefer 
roads closed 
to cars rather 
than congestion 
charges

A politically safe option, 
especially on air quality, is 

to avoid charging or 
tackling cars altogether, 

and focus on buses, taxis, 
trucks and vans
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change – 
we are see-

ing measures 
emerging that are 

restricting or charging for 
the use of vehicles, especially diesel 

vehicles, and more generally cutting road 
traffic and promoting a shift to walking, 
cycling and public transport. And this is 
where local politics come into play, because 
the practical measures on the ground can 
be very controversial and some face a lot of 
opposition. Some cities like Newcastle and 
Southampton have already backed down 
on plans for charges or bans on diesel vehi-
cles. Sections of Transport for London’s 
cycle network have faced strong local oppo-
sition. Controls and charges on car parking 
are hotly debated everywhere. 

A politically safe option, especially on 
air quality, is to avoid charging or tackling 
cars altogether, and focus on buses, taxis, 
trucks and vans, but in some areas just 
tackling these may not be enough to meet 
air quality targets. There are also dangers 
of perverse incentives – penalising buses 
while encouraging people to use them 
instead of cars. And the other drivers, espe-

sources
[1] 
tinyurl.com/
s3dp6pa

[2] 
tinyurl.com/
tf34qmb

cially tackling climate change, mean that 
more radical action will be needed.

Faced with this, some areas are opting 
for “citizens’ assemblies”, where a cross 
section of the local population discuss and 
reach conclusions and recommenda-
tions on how to tackle climate change or in 
some cases transport issues specifically, 
with input from panels of expert advisors. 
It is interesting to look at some of these, to 
see how ordinary people respond when 
given information on issues and options. 
The Cambridge assembly [1] - (which 
was specifically on transport), for exam-
ple, preferred road closures to clean air or 
congestion charges and were keen to see 
any package of measures include sup-
port for those on low incomes and small 
businesses. The Leeds assembly [2] – did 
support charging but, as with Cambridge, 
wanted to see much better public transport 
and support for walking and cycling before-
hand. However, both wanted to see drastic 
and radical action on traffic and transport. 
This is mirrored in recent polling for the 
Department for Transport, in which 75% 
of respondents sad they wanted to reduce 
their car use. 

This approach – using polling and assem-
blies to inform action by elected officials – is 

likely to grow, since it allows a much more 
considered approach to policy-making 
and reduces the opportunities for small 
but noisy groups to stop transport changes 
from happening. Indeed a national citizens 
assembly on climate change, sponsored 
by six parliamentary select committees 
including transport, is now underway.

Business groups have complained – 
including in this journal – that this is all lead-
ing to complex and contradictory measures 
whereby they will face different charges and 
controls in different places. They want a 
much clearer national framework for cities 
and local authorities so that they can invest, 
operate and plan nationally. 

Whether the Government will heed this 
call for clarity and national frameworks 
remains to be seen. It is convenient for 
Ministers to pass the buck for radical action 
to local authorities and mayors, especially 
if they are offering further devolution with 
more powers and funding. Politicians will 
also have an eye to the potential for trans-
port measures to ignite protest, like the 
French “gilets jaune” campaigns against 
ecotaxes and fuel duty increases, so will 
want to leave. 

However, some decisions can’t be ducked 
or passed on. The Government – through its 

of people would 
like to reduce 
their car usage

75 
%
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