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The transport sector is now the most polluting sector within the UK, 
contributing 26% of our emissions. It has proven incredibly difficult to 
decarbonise transport and emissions have remained constant for many 
years. A large part of tackling this problem will be shifting away from petrol 
and diesel cars, towards electric vehicles. You can read about this in our 
Electric Vehicles Resource. However, that is not the only thing that needs to 
be done. This resource will look at other measures the UK can take to 
reduce emissions from transport. 

 
An outline of what this resource will include: 
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ACTIVE TRAVEL 

 

What is Active Travel? 

Active travel involves people getting around on bikes or simply by walking, rather than using 
cars. This is a great issue to raise with your MP or councillor because, as well as reducing our 
emissions, it has an array of economic and health benefits. As the UK Health Alliance on Climate 
Change argues, “active transport is the most cost-effective way to increase physical activity, 
reduce ill health and cut down emissions from road transport”. 

The Transport sector contributes 26% of UK carbon emissions but is also the main contributor 
to air pollution. Therefore, encouraging more people to cycle or walk can help to tackle both 
climate change and air pollution. Conservative estimates suggest that walking or cycling could 
substitute for 41% of short car journeys (less than 3 miles), reducing emissions from transport by 
5%.  

There are also extensive health benefits to active travel. If the Government meets their cycling 
and walking targets, as set out in the 2017 Cycling and Walking Investment Strategy, then 12,000 
premature deaths could be avoided over a 10-year period. Research by Glasgow University also 
found that regularly cycling can reduce your chances of getting cancer by 45% and your chances 
of getting heart disease by 46%. Furthermore, increased active travel would help to address the 
health effects of air pollution. Air pollution is increasingly being recognised as a major public 
health problem that leads to asthma, cancer, strokes and heart disease. You can find out more 
about health impacts of climate change in our health resource. 

Active travel is also shown to have economic benefits: 

● Congestion – Reducing car use and encouraging active travel would help to reduce traffic 
congestion, which is estimated to cost the UK economy £11 billion a year.  

● NHS – Active travel would make the population healthier, reducing demand on the 
healthcare system. Research by Transport for London found that if every Londoner 
cycled or walked for 20 minutes a day then the NHS could save £1.7 billion over 25 
years.  

https://medium.com/@UKHealthClimate/active-travel-is-the-most-cost-effective-way-to-reduce-transport-emissions-70f7b0ce8854
https://medium.com/@UKHealthClimate/active-travel-is-the-most-cost-effective-way-to-reduce-transport-emissions-70f7b0ce8854
https://medium.com/@UKHealthClimate/active-travel-is-the-most-cost-effective-way-to-reduce-transport-emissions-70f7b0ce8854
https://www.sustrans.org.uk/news/what-carbon-emission-reduction-potential-active-travel
https://www.sustrans.org.uk/sites/default/files/file_content_type/sustrans_active_travel_inquiry_response_2.pdf
https://www.sustrans.org.uk/sites/default/files/file_content_type/sustrans_active_travel_inquiry_response_2.pdf
http://www.hftf.org.uk/health-and-climate-change
https://www.sustrans.org.uk/sites/default/files/170609_activetraveltoolbox_ec_whatworkswellv6.pdf
https://medium.com/@UKHealthClimate/active-travel-is-the-most-cost-effective-way-to-reduce-transport-emissions-70f7b0ce8854


 

● Productivity – Research shows that workers who cycle to work are more productive and 
take 27% fewer sick days than those who don’t take physical exercise. 

Finally, active travel is popular with the public. Polling shows that 69% of residents in urban 
areas believe their city would be a better place if more people walked or cycled.  

What is being done to promote Active Travel? 

Cycling and Walking Investment Strategy 

In April 2017, the Government published their 
Cycling and Walking Investment Strategy. This 
aimed to “make walking and cycling the natural 
choices for shorter journeys, or as part of a longer 
journey”. Specifically, it aimed to double cycling 
activity by 2025, reduce the rate of cyclists being 
killed or injured, and reverse the decline in the 
number of people walking. 

The Strategy announced several measures to try 
and achieve these targets:  

● £1 billion of funding was made available 
to local authorities to invest in measures to 
encourage cycling and walking.  

● £50 million was invested to give cycling 
proficiency training to an additional 1.3 million 
children 

● £85 million was made available to 
Highways England to make the road network 

safer and easier to use for cyclists 

Local councils 

Local authorities also have a key role to play in encouraging active travel.  

Manchester, for example, announced ambitious plans to improve infrastructure for cyclists. In 
2018, The Mayor of Greater Manchester, Andy Burnham, announced £500 million of spending 
on one thousand miles of new cycling and walking routes. This brings spending on cycling and 
walking in the city to £15 per head, similar to cities renowned for good cycling infrastructure, 
such as Amsterdam and Copenhagen. 

Similarly, Cambridge has also taken action to make active travel easier. The city has extensive 
20mph speed limits in many residential areas to make cycling safer. Furthermore, there is an 
extensive network of off-road cycling routes. Finally, the city centre has been designed to 
minimise traffic congestion, making walking and cycling safer and more pleasant. As a result, 
Cambridge has the highest levels of cycling of any UK city.  

What can I ask my MP or Councillor to do? 

https://www.sustrans.org.uk/sites/default/files/file_content_type/sustrans_active_travel_inquiry_response_2.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/603527/cycling-walking-investment-strategy.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2018/jun/27/manchester-makes-a-beeline-for-new-dutch-style-cycling-network


 

● Sustrans, a charity supporting sustainable transport, believe that default speed limits 
should be lowered to 20mph for urban roads and 40mph for minor rural roads. This 
would make cycling safer and more pleasant. Indeed, the risk of being killed is five times 
higher if a cyclist is hit by a car at 31mph, compared to 18mph. Lowering speed limits 
below the national limit is a matter for local authorities, so you could discuss this with 
your local councillor. 

● Sustrans also recommend that all children should be given cycle training in during their 
school years. This would help to encourage more children to cycle to school, as well as 
to continue cycling throughout their life. You could ask your MP to write to the 
Education Secretary, Damian Hinds, to raise this issue. 

● You could talk to your MP about increasing government funding for walking and 
cycling. A coalition of organisations are calling for 5% of the Department for 
Transport’s budget to be spent on walking and cycling, rising to 10% by 2025. This 
would increase spending on walking and cycling from £4.30 per person at the moment, 
to £34 per person by 2025. You could ask your MP to submit a parliamentary question 
about the Government’s plans for spending on walking and cycling.  

● You could talk to your MP or councillor about the examples that have been set by other 
cities, such as Manchester, Cambridge or Bristol described above. In Spain, the city of 
Seville has increased the share of cycling from 0.5% of journeys in 2006, to 7%. They did 
this by introducing 2,500 hire bikes and building 50 miles of cycle tracks in just a year. 
You could encourage your MP or councillor to support some of these measures. 
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AVIATION 

 
Why is Aviation a problem? 
 
If the aviation industry were a country, then it would be the 7th largest emitter in the world. 
Reducing its emissions is therefore essential if we are to mitigate the effects of climate change. 
 
The UK must play a big part in this. The UK has the biggest aviation market in Europe and the 
third largest in the world. Meanwhile, London has the world’s busiest airport system. As a result, 
aviation contributes 7% of the UK’s emissions, up from 5% in 2005.  
 
Failure to tackle climate change will also have a big impact on aviation. The increasing frequency 
and severity of storms will cause more disruption to flights. Indeed, we have seen changes just in 
the last few years. In 2014, weather caused 2,400 minutes of delays each day, but in 2018 that 
figure has risen to 14,600 minutes per day. Furthermore, coastal airports, such as those in Hong 
Kong and Barcelona, will become more susceptible to flooding as a result of rising sea levels. 
Climate change is also expected to lead to 2 to 3 times more turbulence in Atlantic flights.  
 
While it is widely recognised that emissions from aviation need to be reduced, it is proving much 
harder to do this in practice. While progress has been made in making planes more fuel efficient, 
the technology to bring about a zero emissions aircraft is not yet commercially viable and 
passenger numbers continue to rise. 
 
Government Policy on Aviation 
 
The Committee on Climate Change has said that if the UK is to meet its current emissions target 
then aviation emissions must be reduced to 2005 levels by 2050. However, the Government is 
expected to announce a new target for achieving net zero emissions in 2019, which will mean that 
emissions reduction from aviation will have to be bigger and faster. 
 
International Civil Aviation Organisation’s 
 
On a Global level, the UK signed up to the International Civil Aviation Organisation’s 2016 
agreement to tackle emissions from aviation. This is an agreement between 191 countries that, 
from 2021, will require airlines to offset any growth in aviation emissions that are above 2020 

http://afreeride.org/about/
https://www.ft.com/content/24e126b8-f482-11e8-9623-d7f9881e729f


 

levels. Airlines will offset these extra emissions by investing in things like reforestation. 
 
However, critics have argued that the deal is too weak for the following reasons:  

● The deal does not go far enough to align the aviation industry with the targets set out in 
the Paris Agreement. 

● Airlines will only have to offset CO2 emissions that go beyond 2020 levels. The industry 
therefore won’t be taking action to reduce its emissions. 

● While 191 countries have signed the deal, only 65 countries will be a part of the scheme 
from the start. The scheme will only become compulsory for all 191 countries by 2027. 

 
Airport Expansion 
 
There has been a long running debate 
about airport capacity in the 
South-East of England, and in June 
2018 Parliament voted to approve 
plans for a third runway at Heathrow 
Airport. There is concern that this 
cannot be reconciled with the UK’s 
emissions targets. Chris Grayling, the 
Transport Secretary, says that the UK 
can still meet its emissions targets even 
with an expanded Heathrow Airport 
because improvements in technology 
will help to reduce emissions. 
However, it is not certain that the 
technological improvements will 

happen fast enough to make this the case. 
 
This problem could be exacerbated if other UK airports also continue to expand. Bristol Airport, 
for example, is seeking to double the number of passengers using the airport to 20 million per 
year by the 2040s. Meanwhile, investment at Gatwick Airport could increase the number of 
passengers using the airport from 45 million to 70 million by 2032. 
 
Research and development 
 
The Government has supported research and development of alternative fuels and electric 
planes. The Aerospace Technology Institute will receive £1.95 billion for aerospace research 
between 2013 and 2026, the majority of which will go towards environmentally sustainable 
aerospace technology. Furthermore, in June 2018 the government committed £2 million towards 
research into low carbon planes fuels, while in July 2018 £343 million was committed to research 
into electric planes. 
 
Aviation Strategy 
 
2019 should see the announcement of the UK Government’s aviation strategy. This will set out 
how the government plans to reduce emission from aviation in the long term.  
 
What can I ask my MP to do? 
 

● You could talk to your MP about a Frequent Flyer Levy. This is a tax on those who 

https://www.bristolpost.co.uk/news/bristol-news/bristol-airport-reveals-more-details-2340331
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/oct/18/gatwick-plans-using-emergency-runway-to-increase-flight-capacity
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/698247/next-steps-towards-an-aviation-strategy.pdf
http://afreeride.org/


 

regularly use air travel and the aim is to reduce the demand for flights. There are a 
number of ways that this could be implemented but one way could be to let everyone 
have one tax free flight per year. The frequent flyer tax would then start at a low level for 
the second flight and increase steadily for each extra flight per year. The revenues could 
be used to offset emissions or to support the development of greener alternative. You 
could ask your MP to write to the Secretary of State for Transport supporting this 
proposal.  

● A third runway at Heathrow Airport would make it incredibly difficult for the UK to 
meet its emissions targets. You could discuss this with your MP and ask them to write to 
the Transport Secretary, Chris Grayling, to urge a rethink. 

● However, as mentioned above, Heathrow isn’t the only airport planning to expand. You 
could talk to your MP about your concerns around the expansion plans at Manchester, 
Bristol or Gatwick. 

● While the government has made some commitments on funding research and 
development, it does not go far enough to bring about the technological progress 
needed. You could get your MP to write to the Transport Secretary, asking him to 
include more funding for sustainable aerospace research and development in the 
government’s Aviation Strategy, due to be published in 2019. 

● At the moment, the UK aviation industry is part of the EU’s Emissions Trading System 
(ETS). This means airlines have to buy permits for the emissions they produce and if 
they emit more than they are permitted then they must pay a fine. However, Brexit poses 
questions about whether the UK will still be a part of this, particularly if the UK leaves in 
a ‘no deal’ scenario. You could talk to your MP about the need for the UK to remain 
part of the ETS or develop an alternative after we leave the EU. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 
PUBLIC TRANSPORT 

 
 
 
Why can public transport reduce our emissions? 
 
Public transport is an easy way to reduce emissions. As a report by the Institute for Welsh Affairs 
put it, “having many people transported by one engine ought to be more efficient than having 
one person transported by one engine”.  
 
However, at the moment, the UK’s public transport system is not an attractive alternative to 
private vehicles. The bus network has the lowest coverage since the 1980s, while rail travel is 
often prohibitively expensive, with the UK having some of the highest train fares in Europe. 
Therefore, central and local government need to invest in public transport to make it a better 
substitute for private car use. 
 
Though, while encouraging people to shift towards public transport will reduce emissions, it 
won’t cut them out altogether. Indeed, most of our trains and buses are still powered by fossil 
fuels, such as diesel. Therefore, the UK also needs to shift towards low carbon trains and buses. 
 
Overall, public policy needs to increase the number of people using public transport, while also 
making our bus and train stocks more environmentally sustainable.  
 
What is being done to support environmentally sustainable public transport? 
 
Buses 
 
The UK’s bus fleet is steadily shifting towards low carbon sources, such as electric and hydrogen 
power. London has introduced 3000 low emission double decker buses and is aiming to make all 
its buses zero emissions by 2037. Similarly, in Manchester, the bus operator, Stagecoach, has 
announced £56 million of investment in electric buses. Meanwhile, in Leeds £71 million has been 

https://www.iwa.wales/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/IWA_Decarbonising_Transport-4.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-42749973
https://news.sky.com/story/rail-fare-increase-uk-train-prices-vs-rest-of-europe-11192890
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/transport/green-transport#Stub-156823
https://www.stagecoach.com/media/news-releases/2018/2018-08-28.aspx
https://www.intelligenttransport.com/transport-news/74154/ultra-low-emission-buses-leeds/


 

invested in 284 new low emission buses. 
 
The work of local authorities is being supported by central Government investment. In 2018 the 
Government committed £48 million towards low emission buses. However, funding for bus 
services has been cut for eight years in a row. As a result, the bus network has the lowest 
coverage since the 1980s and bus services are increasingly unreliable.  
 
Therefore, while our buses are becoming greener, the quality of service is poor. That means it is 
often too difficult for people to substitute private car use for bus travel. 
 

Trains 
 
The Government has set the rail 
industry a target of phasing out all 
diesel-powered trains by 2040. 
There are two main ways in which 
this can be done. 
 
Firstly, train lines can be 
electrified. At the moment, 42% of 
the UK’s train lines are electrified 
but this needs to increase if we are 
to phase out diesel powered trains. 
However, electrifying lines is very 
expensive. Indeed, in July 2017, 

the Government scrapped its existing plans to invest £38 billion in electrification because of the 
high costs.  
 
Due to the high costs involved, it isn’t cost effective to electrify all lines. As a result, in some 
cases hydrogen powered trains will be a more appropriate replacement for diesel trains. 
Hydrogen trains are a relatively new technology but the first of these should be on the UK’s train 
lines by 2022.  
 
However, as with buses, train services need to be improved to ensure more people are willing to 
substitute their car journeys for rail journeys. In 2018, only 63% of trains arrived at their stops on 
time, prices were among the highest in Europe, and complaint rates remain high. 
 
What can I ask my MP to do? 
 
Trains 
 
There are a number of things you could ask your MP to do in order to improve train services and 
make them more environmentally sustainable: 

● In 2017, the Government cancelled the planned electrification of a number of routes, 
including Swansea to Cardiff, Kettering to Sheffield and Windermere to Oxenholme. 
You could talk to your MP about the need to electrify these routes and ask them to ask 
the Transport Secretary a question about his department’s plans on this. 

● It is important that the UK decarbonises its rail industry as soon as possible. You could 
talk to your MP about moving the diesel phase out target forward from 2040. In 
particular, you could ask them to write to the Department for Transport on this issue. 

● If trains are to be a viable replacement to car journeys, then the services need to be 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-announces-48-million-for-cleaner-greener-buses
https://bettertransport.org.uk/buses-in-crisis-2018
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-42749973
https://eciu.net/briefings/net-zero/net-zero-the-basics
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/cars/news/hydrogen-fuel-cell-trains-run-british-railways-2022/
http://orr.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/39044/new-performance-measures-factsheet-2017-18.pdf
http://orr.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/40229/passenger-rail-service-complaints-2018-19-q2.pdf


 

improved and prices need to come down. This will have to require government 
investment in rail infrastructure, and, potentially, subsidized rail travel. You could talk to 
your MP about your own experiences of rail travel and what improvements you think 
need to be made. 

● Furthermore, re-opening rail lines and ensuring more comprehensive rail coverage would 
also help to make rail more attractive. The Campaign for Better Transport has a list of 
stations and lines that across the UK that need to be protected from closure or that 
could be reopened. You could ask your MP to support local campaigns on rail lines. 

 
Buses 
 
The Campaign for Better Transport have said that the Government should develop a National 
Investment Strategy for buses and coaches: 

● One aspect of this would be to set a national target for achieving zero emission buses. 
The Government has already set targets for the phase out of petrol and diesel cars, as 
well as diesel trains. Therefore, an obvious and important next step is to look at buses. 

● In order to achieve any such target, funding is needed to support bus operators in 
shifting their fleet towards electric or hydrogen powered buses. At the moment, the 
Government’s funding has been ad hoc and short term. As a result, a more long-term 
funding solution is needed. 

● Another key aspect will be reversing the decline in bus use. The strategy could set targets 
on increasing bus coverage and on the number of people using buses, in a similar way to 
the targets set out by the Cycling and Walking Investment Strategy published in 2017. 

● Increased central Government funding also needs to be made available so that these 
targets can be achieved. This is particularly important given funding for buses has fallen 
every year for the last eight years. 

You could talk to your MP about the individual issues raised here or about the need for an 
Investment Strategy for buses and coaches more broadly.  
 
You could also talk to your councillor about what your local authority can do: 

● You could talk to your local councillor about the need to invest in low-carbon buses. 
While many local authorities have taken some steps to shift to low emission buses, they 
need to make this transition faster. 

● In some places, OAP free bus passes are being scrapped. You could talk to your 
councillor about the importance of these passes, both to encourage people to use buses 
instead of cars, but also to avoid elderly people becoming isolated. 
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