Not going the extra mile

Driving less to tackle climate change
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It will take more than a move to electric vehicles
to bring down transport emissions
Transport is responsible for nearly a third of the UK’s
carbon emissions and cars alone account for over
40 per cent of that, making them the single highest
polluting sub-sector of the economy.1
Here we argue that cutting emissions from cars will
require a combination of switching to electric vehicles
(EVs) and reducing traffic.
The move to EVs will be a major contributor to emissions
savings, but their uptake will have to increase
significantly over the next decade to meet the Climate
Change Committee’s (CCC) recommended
decarbonisation pathway.
The government has announced it will introduce a zero
emissions vehicle mandate, however the sales targets
it aims to set for the industry have yet to be decided.

To ensure the CCC’s recommendation is achieved, and
because car traffic is such a significant contributor to
carbon emissions, introducing traffic reduction
measures will provide certainty that the UK can cut
emissions to necessary levels over the next decade.
Traffic reduction will also bring other major health and
economic benefits to communities across the country,
including cutting congestion, improving air quality and
encouraging more active travel.
Some progress on traffic reduction has already been
made in parts of the UK, for instance: the Scottish
Government has a target to reduce miles driven by car
by 20 per cent by 2030. This is an example of an
ambition that could be adopted more widely across the
UK to reduce traffic levels.
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The CCC recommends rapid sales of
electric vehicles to 2030
The Climate Change Committee has set out a ‘balanced
pathway’ scenario which sets out the rate of EV* sales
needed to meet the UK’s 2030 emissions reduction
target. This assumes that the largest share of the UK’s
car emission savings in 2030 will result from the
switch to EVs, with traffic reduction playing a more
limited role.
To achieve this, EVs will need to account for nearly
half of new car sales in 2025 and nearly all new car
sales in 2030.

*While ‘EV’ generally refers to both plug-in hybrids and
battery electric vehicles, here we use it to refer to
battery electric vehicles only, as they have n0 tailpipe
emissions.
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Under the CCC’s ‘balanced pathway’, fast uptake of electric
vehicles is needed to meet 2030 emissions reduction targets
Uptake of battery EVs as a percentage of new car sales (2020-30),
according to the CCC’s balanced pathway scenario
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Policy will play a big role in determining
the uptake rate
The government has banned the sale of new petrol and
diesel cars from 2030 and will only allow new battery
electric cars to be sold from 2035. But the rate of sales
over the next decade will depend on the right policy
and regulation to drive it. For example, ambitious
targets in a ZEV mandate will ensure manufacturers
are supplying a high number of EVs ahead of 2030.
It will also be dictated by how fast comprehensive
charging infrastructure is rolled out across the
country.
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The Department for Transport’s (DfT’s) delivery
plan for an EV transition estimates that, in a worst
case scenario, battery electric cars would account
for 50 per cent of new car sales in 2030.
We have used this pathway as a ‘low uptake rate’
scenario and developed a further, ‘medium uptake’
scenario that sits in between this and the CCC’s
‘balanced pathway’.2 Low or medium uptake rates
are both realistic possibilities and would result in
transport emissions being above targeted levels
for 2030.

If electric vehicle uptake is slower than the CCC’s
recommendation emissions targets will be at risk
Uptake of battery EVs as a percentage of
new car sales, 2020-30, under three scenarios
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Cutting traffic will secure emissions reductions
if electric vehicle sales are too slow
In a future where both GDP and the population grow,
the DfT has predicted that road traffic will increase
through improved innovation and lower costs. But this
prediction does not anticipate measures to reduce
car travel.
The CCC’s ‘balanced pathway’ uses the DfT’s forecast
as a baseline. It assumes policy will lower demand
for private motor vehicles to a limited extent, although
it predicts there will be a net rise in traffic in 2030
compared to current levels.
If the government acts swiftly on its transport
decarbonisation plan to roll out comprehensive
charging infrastructure and introduce ambitious
annual sales targets in its zero emission vehicle
mandate, it is feasible that electric vehicle numbers
will increase in line with the CCC’s predictions.
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Greater effort to reduce traffic (beyond that
recommended by the CCC) would be a practical step
to lock in lower emissions without relying solely on
EVs and would insure against a slower rate of uptake.
Reducing traffic can be achieved by reducing the
number of cars, the miles driven by each car or a
combination of both. We have analysed the impact
of cutting traffic by reducing miles driven (rather
than the number of cars on the road).3

Reducing miles driven per car will make
up for slower electric vehicle sales
Annual average mileage per car required to prevent
emissions overshoot in three EV uptake scenarios
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The many other benefits of leaving the car at home

Cutting traffic will also solve other
significant issues and have a
positive impact on communities,
people’s wellbeing and the
economy.
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Better health

Improved mobility for low
income households

There is a potential £2.5 billion in
health benefits from shifting just
1.7% of car journeys to active
travel, like walking and cycling. 4

46% of low income households
have no access to a vehicle so
they need good public transport
and, as public transport improves,
more traffic is reduced.5

Lower congestion

Better air quality

Lower embedded emissions

Reducing traffic congestion could
save UK drivers billions. The cost
of traffic congestion was almost
£8 billion in 2018 alone, equal to
£1,317 per driver.6

Cutting road miles will help to
reduce the 36,000 early deaths
caused by air pollution in the UK
each year. Tyre and brake wear on
cars is expected to account for
10% of the UK’s PM2.5 particulate
emissions by 2030.7,8

Fewer cars on the road reduces
the need for road building
which cuts the embedded carbon
emissions associated with
construction.
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How to reduce traffic

Effort to reduce car travel will be important in helping
to reach UK climate targets. It can build on recent
trends, such as changing working patterns and
advances in virtual meeting technologies.
Here are some ways the government could help local
leaders to reduce traffic:
Give local government the autonomy and funding to
roll out more charging infrastructure and improve
connections between areas, reducing the need to use
cars for journeys across local authority boundaries.
Fund and support public transport infrastructure,
especially in rural areas, to improve services, cut
congestion and make public transport an attractive
alternative to car use.
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Prioritise public transport and active travel in new
developments as part of planning reforms, locating
new housing developments in accessible places and
building in sustainable transport from the outset.
Allocate more long term funding for local authorities
to invest in active travel, allowing walking and cycling
to replace around 40 per cent of car journeys under
three miles.9
Encourage the use of city car clubs as an alternative to
car ownership; a single car club vehicle can replace
10.5 privately owned vehicles which will reduce traffic
levels. Similarly, car sharing should be encouraged.10
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