
32   FOCUS   OCTOBER 2020

Author Darren Shirley

How the transport system can be transformed  
as part of a recovery programme to create jobs, 
tackle social exclusion, improve the  
environment and aid economic recovery.

During lockdown public 
transport was reduced to a 

skeleton service
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Recovery and renewal of 
the transport network

he effect of the Covid-19 pandemic 
on the transport network has been 
unprecedented. Overnight, public 

transport all but disappeared, roads were 
empty of cars for the first time in 
generations and people began to walk or 
cycle, some for the first time since they 
were children. Even now as we begin 
cautiously to emerge from the crisis,  
the pandemic continues to affect the 
transport network, putting the very  
future of public transport at risk.
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     Transport authorities need to deliver sustainable transport  
systems based on active travel, shared and public transport

During lockdown, public transport was 
reduced to a skeleton service and the 
reduction in passenger numbers has had 
profound financial implications for public 
transport operators. The continued need 
for social distancing, alongside increased 
home working, public mistrust in the 
safety of public transport and the 
expected global economic downturn, will 
impact on fare revenue for the foreseeable 
future. However, the long-term economic 
and social costs of permanently 
diminishing the public transport system 
will be much greater than the short-term 
costs of renewing the sector. 

Whilst passenger numbers on public 
transport remain lower than before 
lockdown, car traffic is back to between 
80% and 95% of pre-pandemic levels. If 
public transport remains a last resort for 
journeys, we could even see car traffic 
surpassing pre-lockdown levels, which 
would be bad news for congestion and air 
quality. Happily, walking and cycling levels 
rocketed during the lockdown, but with 
traffic increasing on our roads active travel 
may soon cease to be an attractive option 
for many. 

Before Covid-19, the government had 
begun to set out an agenda that would 
have seen our transport system 
transformed. Greater levels of sustainable 
transport would have been achieved 
through increased active travel and public 
transport, and a move to zero emission 
vehicles. This legal and moral duty to 
reduce emissions and improve air quality 
has not gone away, and we cannot afford 
to slide back on efforts to make transport 
more sustainable in the rush to get the 
economy back on its feet. 

Just weeks before the lockdown the 
Transport Secretary promised ‘bold and 
ambitious action’ to ensure that ‘public 
transport and active travel will be the 
natural first choice for our daily activities’. 
In our new report: Covid-19 Recovery: 
Renewing the Transport System1, we show 
how this vision can still be realised whilst 
facilitating economic growth, meeting 
legal obligations around carbon emissions 
and air quality and tackling social 
exclusion. With the right policy and  
fiscal interventions, we can create a 
world-leading public transport network 
with improved connectivity, 100%  
zero-emission road transport and railway, 
permanent improvements to sustain 
greater levels of walking and cycling, and 
changes to the way transport is paid for, 
including new means to raise revenue. 

Of course, the question is: how can this be 
achieved? In order to lock in the shift to 
active travel we have seen in recent 
months, we need permanent  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

infrastructure changes that do not restrict 
public transport and bus services. 
Government must prioritise infrastructure 
that supports sustainable transport, such 
as rail reopenings, bus priority and digital 
systems. Alongside regulations to legalise 
the use of e-scooters, national 
government should develop a framework 
for e-scooter and dockless bike hire 
scheme arrangements to assist local 
authorities that wish to support the rollout 
of hire schemes. This should seek to 
standardise the approach taken by local 
authorities in order to reduce the burden 
on local authorities and operators on 
introducing such schemes. 

Local transport authorities should be 
required to produce integrated transport 
plans that outline how they will 
permanently reprioritise provision locally 
to ensure a sustainable transport systems 
based on active travel, shared and public 
transport (including rail, if devolved) that 
responds to and meets the needs of the 
community, with future government 
capital and revenue funding linked to 
these plans. Local authorities and bus 
operators should work together to re-plan 
bus provision with better integrated, 
multimodal networks, and tendered and 
franchised services playing a bigger role. 
The government should ensure that a new 
model for delivery addresses issues for 
rural as well as urban areas and progresses 
the electric bus town programme, as well 
as delivering a similar scale scheme for 
hydrogen buses. 

When it comes to the railways, the 
government should not return to 
franchises. Instead, a much more flexible 
outcome-based specification should be 
adopted, with a greater focus placed on 
leisure travel and new industry structures 
that devolve control to city regions. It is 
likely that the shape of the 
recommendations from the Williams 
Review may still be relevant, but with a 
markedly different context and a faster 
pace of change. 

Achieving net zero carbon emissions, 
while keeping air pollution down, will 
necessitate a transformation of the 
transport fleet to zero-emission vehicles 

(tail pipe and fuel source) by requiring all 
buses to be zero emission, supporting the 
growth of a hydrogen-fuelled heavy fleet 
sector in the UK, incentivising the shift to 
electric vans for deliveries and fleet, and 
initiating a rolling programme of rail 
electrification. These are the near-term 
opportunities that should be harnessed by 
the government as part of rebuilding of 
the economy, creating jobs and facilitating 
greater economic activity across the 
country. 

Finally, we need to establish new sources 
of raising revenue to support the shift to 
sustainable transport. Covid-19 has 
presented the government with a means 
to address long-term dysfunction in 
transport markets; the transport system 
should reward sustainable transport and 
embrace the ‘polluter pays’ principle. 

The government’s support during the crisis 
has sustained the sector so far, but the 
planning, design, scope, scale, funding and 
management of transport all need to be 
explored as we move towards a new 
normal. As our report makes clear, if the 
government addresses these challenges  
as part of a green, transport-led recovery 
programme, we can emerge from this 
current crisis with a better transport 
system than we entered it with, one that 
serves every community across the 
country.
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‘Even now as we begin  
cautiously to emerge from the 
crisis, the pandemic continues 
to affect the transport network, 
putting the very future of  
public transport at risk.’
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