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n February, just before Covid-19 turned 
the world upside down, I addressed  
the UK Climate Assembly on how to 

decarbonise surface transport. The 
assembly’s target date is 2050 as required 
by law1, but, as a recent article in Climate 
Policy explains, 2050 would be too late.2  
It would not be consistent with the UK’s 
obligations under the Paris Agreement  
and it would not be enough to prevent 
catastrophic climate change. That is  
why many local authorities and other 
organisations have committed to 
achieving carbon neutrality by 2030. 

After that session, one of the observers, 
who was representing Extinction 
Rebellion (XR), asked me: would faster 
decarbonisation mean doing the same 
things more quickly, or would it need  
an entirely different strategy? I have 
recently joined the XR Climate and 
Ecological Emergency (CEE) Braintrust,  
a group of academics and specialists 
sympathetic to Extinction Rebellion, who 
are trying to answer that question. For 
surface transport, the slow and the fast 
scenarios would look very different, 
although some basic principles apply  
to both. 

The Climate Change Committee have set 
out a strategy to reduce emissions to a 
minimum by 2050, with some optimistic 
assumptions about the potential to offset 
the remainder.3 Their favoured offsetting 
method, bio-energy carbon capture and 
storage, has some serious problems.4 Even 
so, their projections show that two ‘hard 
to tackle’ sectors, aviation and agriculture, 
will require all their identified capacity, and 
more. For surface transport net zero will 
mean absolute zero. That means, from the 
target date onwards, fossil fuels can no 
longer be used to manufacture, power or 
dispose of vehicles. 

There are three other ways to reduce 
transport emissions, though neither of 
them can take us to absolute zero: 
improving fuel efficiency; reducing  
overall travel; and/or modal shift. 
Decarbonisation is not just about the end 
date, it is also about the total amount of 
carbon emitted by each country over time. 
If we had 30 years to do this, we could use 
all four methods to reduce emissions 
gradually on a pathway towards absolute 
zero, but under the faster scenario, 
decarbonising vehicles as quickly as 
possible becomes an absolute imperative, 
driving everything else. Modal shifts or 
demand reductions would only be  
relevant insofar as they support the 
decarbonisation of vehicles. Measures  
to cut vehicle ownership could help to 
reduce the scale of this rapid transition. 
Measures to cut vehicle use – which have 

been the main focus of transport planners 
up to now – would become less relevant. 

My presentation to the Climate Assembly 
focused on the movement of people (my 
area of research), which is responsible for 
just over two-thirds of transport 
emissions. The means of decarbonising 
vehicles are clearer for cars and vans than 
they are for heavier vehicles, although the 
imperative implies to both. Rapid 
decarbonisation rules out any speculative 
or prototype technology; we have to go 
with the means available to industry right 
now. For cars and vans that means battery 
electric power, supported by a rapid 
expansion of renewable electricity 
generation and charging infrastructure. 
After the target date, a small proportion  
of vehicles – for example, classic cars – 
might be able to run on biofuels, but most 
would need to be converted to electric 
power or scrapped. 

A rapid transition would probably cause a 
crunch point before and after the target 
date, where the demand for new vehicles 
would exceed supply, particularly in the 
second-hand market. This is where 
measures to support lower vehicle 
ownership would be most useful. They are 
easier to implement in densely populated 
urban areas, where more people have 
been moving and vehicle ownership has 
been falling for some time.5 

In February, when I made that 
presentation, the means of doing that 
seemed clear. My latest book6 explained 
how leading cities in Britain and Europe 
have been densifying their population, 
expanding their public transport, removing 
traffic and improving conditions for 

walking and cycling. Covid-19 has cast  
a shadow of doubt over those strategies.  
If the pandemic is resolved and social 
distancing fades into history, public 
transport may recover and then grow 
again; but if it persists, or is followed by 
more pandemics (as some ecologists 
suggest7), then public transport may be 
unable to function as it has in the past.  
The densification of cities might go into 
reverse, making it much more difficult to 
house a growing population. We would 
still need to decarbonise as quickly as 
possible, relying more on electric cars, 
walking and cycling, and we might have  
to tackle the taboo subject of human 
population growth sooner rather  
than later. 

Whatever happens, one point is very clear: 
we must phase out vehicles powered by 
fossil fuels as soon as possible. By the  
time you read this, the government’s 
consultation on cars and vans will have 
closed. Many people will have written 
urging an earlier date. The government’s 
response will show how serious they are 
treating this threat. We now need similar 
decisions for other types of vehicle. How 
quickly could we decarbonise heavy 
goods vehicles? That is the most 
important challenge facing manufacturers 
and the logistics sector. It would be 
interesting to hear from anyone who has 
considered how that might be done  
more quickly.
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     If Covid-19 is followed by more pandemics, then public transport 
may be unable to function as it has in the past
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