Response to the DECC 2050 carbon scenarios
Since 1973 the Campaign for Better Transport has been helping to create transport policies and programmes that give people better lives. Working nationally and locally, collectively and as individuals, through high-level lobbying and strong public campaigning, we make good transport ideas a reality and stop bad ones from happening.

The 2050 carbon scenarios is an ambitious and timely piece of work. We will only reach our climate change targets – and thus prevent runaway climate change – if we understand the effect that different policy levers have on national and sectoral greenhouse gas emissions. We therefore welcome this initiative.
However, we take issue with some of the most basic forecasts which underpin the scenarios, specifically the links between GDP and traffic and growth forecasts. We believe that the scenarios are hampered by a reliance on overly pessimistic assumptions which bear little correlation to real-world trends.
This response therefore focuses on challenging those assumptions, and suggesting some ways in which the transport portion could be made more resilient.
CO2 emissions rising despite efficiency gains

Campaign for Better Transport believes that the background information does not give an accurate picture of the drivers and factors which influence transport. So, although it is correct that transport is around a quarter of the UK’s emissions (DfT puts it at 24.5%, not the 21% cited) it is more useful to understand that percentage as a trend.

National Transport Statistics Great Britain tells us that transport as a percentage of the UK’s emissions has been rising (albeit slightly - see figure 1). As the Committee on Climate Change’s second annual report notes, “surface transport emissions increased by around 10.6% over the period 1990 to 2007, including 2.7% over the five-year period 2003-2007, with the emissions impacts of improvements in vehicle fuel efficiency more than offset by increased miles travelled.”
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Figure 1 - UK CO2 emissions from transport as percentage of total emissions
As other sectors (such as energy) decarbonise, transport as a proportion of total emissions is likely to increase. Further, past trends have shown that the rate of efficiency improvements has been outstripped by a growth in background traffic levels. Campaign for Better Transport is extremely sceptical of the idea that efficiency gains could outstrip the level of traffic growth forecast by DfT. Thankfully we believe that the forecast level of traffic growth is wildly exaggerated and is unlikely to occur (see below).
Demand restraint has become mainstream and become more prominent as time goes on
Managing demand has become a core component of mainstream transport policy. The Secretary of State for Transport, Philip Hammond, has accepted that smarter choices will be a vital method of reducing the need for additional capacity, and Transport Minister Norman Baker has been tasked with exploring alternatives to travel as part of his Ministerial brief.

Demand management will be central to a greenhouse gas reduction strategy. The Committee on Climate Change has emphasised the need to get traffic growth under control through demand management programmes (known as ‘smarter choices’) in order to meet CO2 targets (see figure 2). There is universal acceptance that technology alone will not suffice.
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Figure 2 - Vehicle-km trajectory for vehicle km, Committee on Climate Change first annual report

A reliance on demand restraint (as opposed to capacity provision) accords well with the coalition Government’s stated aim of deficit reduction. It is always cheaper to manage demand (such as through variable speed limits on motorways, better planning to reduce the need to travel, and resource funding to market existing public transport services) than to provide ever greater expanses of road space. 
This should be borne in mind when considering the sort of interventions which Government is likely to implement over the study period, because those interventions inevitably influence how realistic any given scenario is likely to be. If demand management is a very likely outcome, then it should be assumed to be a core component of all scenarios, rather than a tag-on to the more ‘radical’ scenarios.
Not just freight: road traffic has also decoupled from GDP
The report correctly notes that freight movements and GDP appear to have decoupled over the past 13 years. However, it neglects to consider whether other modes have similarly decoupled.
Using data from Transport Statistics Great Britain, it is possible to compare indexed figures for most modes of transport. This shows that from around 1997, most transport activity began to decouple from GDP (see figure 3). The one exception is rail, which fell sharply during the early 1990s before growing strongly, eventually outstripping GDP.
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Figure 3 - Transport and economic growth indexed to 1989

The reasons for this are unclear. One obvious cause is the UK’s transfer away from manufacturing and production towards a knowledge-based economy. Other causes include land-use planning policy, which has focused development away from out of town areas and into town and city centres. However, it is clearly relevant to the scenario work, because it indicates that future GDP growth is unlikely to result in a concurrent rise in transport demand and because it highlights the flaws in DfT modelling of traffic forecasts.
DfT forecasting – which underpins the DECC scenarios – is unrealistic
Many UK cities, such as Nottingham and London, have shown that economic growth can be achieved without a corresponding increase in traffic. Despite this, Department for Transport forecasts still assumes a linear relationship between economic and transport activity and specifically a linear growth in road traffic and car ownership to a “saturation level” akin to the highest levels found in some US cities.
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Figure 4 - Forecast growth in car ownership in London 2006-2026

The assumptions underlying this forecasting, which have remained unchanged for forty years, have a huge influence on policy and economic analysis. Recent modelling of future levels of car ownership in London forecast implausible increases of over 20% for central London boroughs (see figure 4). However, this ignores a long-term year-on-year decline (see figure 5). Whilst the number of people in London may have grown, the percentage of those owning a car has fallen. Further, the number of people owning more than one car has also fallen, reducing the number of cars per household from 0.81 to 0.78 (i.e. an average of three cars per four households).
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Figure 5 - Decline in car ownership in London, 1995/97 compared with 2008/9

The discrepancy between real-world and forecast levels of car ownership (and therefore levels of car use) has a major impact on transport policy (and scenario forecasting) If decision makers in London were to follow DfT’s forecasts, they would attempt to cater for (or manage demand for) a massive increase in car ownership and thus use; whereas following the real-world trend would lead them to gradually reduce road space and parking availability whilst affording more space for cycling, walking and public transport. 
Traffic growth has stalled and may be entering permanent decline

Despite DfT forecasts to the contrary, the rate of UK traffic growth has been declining , as evidenced by figure 5 (below), which shows the total UK distance travelled indexed to various historical years. Whilst traffic has grown substantially since 1952 – increasing 275% by 2007 – it has only risen 20% when compared with 1989. This is because the fastest rate of traffic growth occurred during the late 1980s; traffic growth levelled out during the 1990s.
Between 1952 and 2007, traffic grew by 5% a year. However, the majority of this growth was in the first few decades. Between 1972 and 2007, the rate of growth was 3% a year. Between 1989 (i.e. after the last major increase in traffic) and 2007, the rate fell to 2% a year. Since 2003, traffic has grown at just 1% a year. Each of these examples, of course, excludes the impact of the recession, where traffic has fallen.
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Figure 5 - UK passenger kilometres indexed to 1952, 1972, 1989 and 2003

The same is true for personal travel. Figure 6 shows per capita distance indexed to various years. This shows that, as with total distance, the late 1980s corresponds with a marked increase in personal distance travelled, and the rate of growth similarly declines throughout the mid to late 1990s. Total distance travelled per person peaks in 2003, declining steadily afterwards.
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Figure 6 - UK per capita distance travelled indexed to 1972/3, 1989/91 and 2003
Future travel patterns are influenced by several policy levers

In our pre-submission to the scenarios, Campaign for Better Transport suggested five issues where changes in Government policy could materially impact on future travel patterns. We think it would be worth restating these here, and for DECC to include the potential to adjust other aspects of the scenarios.

Various studies have shown that increasing vehicle occupancy can reduce carbon emissions, in all modes. DECC seems to be using a business as usual approach to this in the first two scenarios, which means a decline in average car occupancy; yet there is evidence that this can be changed by policy interventions. We therefore suggest that the more radical scenarios assume a much greater increase in occupancy.

Speed management can reduce emissions from cars significantly and there are various policy levers that can do this. A radical scenario could for example look at a 50 mph or 60 mph maximum limit on motorways and 20 mph in towns and villages

There is good evidence that relative pricing of modes can change behaviour. This doesn’t mean allowing for any particular measure (like road pricing), but including for some scenarios an assumption that motoring becomes more expensive in real terms and public transport becomes cheaper. 

As we understood it, DECC has assumed some land use planning changes in the fourth scenario to enable public transport increases, but there are other impacts from denser urban development, including potentially a reverse in the growth of average journey lengths and therefore in total distance travelled. The impact of planning changes can be seen in the steep decline in the rate of traffic growth in the late 1990s, where transport activity and economic growth decoupled, due in part to more rigorous planning guidance.

The impact of new communications technology, both in reducing the need to/amount of travel and in making travel by car and public transport smoother and more efficient, needs to be better accounted for. There is evidence of such change from studies of individual companies such as BT. As noted above, alternatives to transport forms a part of Norman Baker’s brief as Minister for Transport, and we see no reason not to assume that technological changes will have as great an effect on travel patterns as the relaxation of planning laws and a major programme of road building had during the 1980s.

DECC scenarios must take a more sensible approach to traffic levels and range of likely solutions
Given the overwhelming evidence that traffic growth is in decline, that traffic levels have decoupled from GDP and that demand management has become mainstream, we believe that the DECC scenarios do not reflect the range of likely outcomes. This is especially the case for the ‘radical’ scenario, which is far too conservative in its understanding of what is going to prove likely over the next forty years.
Instead, we propose reworking the scenarios to better reflect ongoing real-world developments. This could be achieved by removing scenario one altogether, and then creating a new scenario four, in which overall distance travelled falls in relation to distance travelled in 2010.

To make the remaining scenarios more realistic, we propose that distance travelled in what is currently scenario two is cut (although still higher compared to 2010) and that in what is currently scenario four, distance travelled is assumed to be the same as in 2010.

Making these modest changes would ensure that the scenarios are realistic and achievable, whilst still reflecting the range of potential outcomes. Failing to do so risks the scenarios appearing outdated as they are overtaken by events in the immediate future.

October 2010

Campaign for Better Transport
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