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Net zero transport:

DECARBONISING TRANSPORT

ransport is the largest contributor to 
the UK’s greenhouse gas emissions, 
and responsible for 35.5% of all 

emissions in an average local authority. 
Compared to other sectors, very little 
progress has been made over the past  
30 years, with transport emissions having 
fallen by less than 3%. 

Transport decarbonisation will require a 
transformation of how we plan, design 
and use space, and how we live and move 

around. Switching to alternative fuels  
such as electricity is important, but this 
alone does little to tackle problems of  
car dependency or help places recover 
from Covid-19. 

The government has recognised that 
transport plays a critical role in achieving 
net zero, saying: ‘the scale of the 
challenge demands a step change in both 
the breadth and scale of ambition, and we 
have a duty to act quickly and decisively to

reduce emissions’. Despite this ambition, 
and the rhetoric around ‘building back 
better’ from the Covid-19 pandemic, the 
UK is set to spend £30 billion on new 
roads during the current parliament, with 
only £2 billion for active travel 
infrastructure. There are significant gaps  
in national policy, with the latest report to 
Parliament from the Committee on 
Climate Change noting that 2020 was: 
‘not the year of policy progress that the 
Committee called for in 2019’. 

Despite many local authorities setting 
ambitious targets to achieve net zero by 
2030, well in advance of the UK’s statutory 
2050 target, monitoring of local emissions 
is patchy and the delivery of solutions on 
the ground remains slow. Recent criticism 
over the car dependency of the new 
generation of Garden Towns also 
highlights a major disconnect between net 
zero ambitions and the reality of much 
planning and place-making today. 
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The achievement of the UK’s net zero carbon  
target by 2050 will involve more than simply  
replacing internal combustion engines with  
electric motors.
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Put simply, the planning system often 
appears to deliver the wrong type of 
development in the wrong place, and does 
not fully consider the impact of 
development on carbon emissions. At the 
same time, spatial planning is tasked with 
responding to other priorities, such as 
housing delivery, nature recovery, flood 
risk, air pollution, and mental and physical 
health. They also include the challenges 
faced by towns and cities that, even before 
the Covid-19 pandemic, were struggling 
to adapt to structural shifts in the 
economy, consumer habits and lifestyle 
choices. 

We at the Royal Town Planning Institute 
(RTPI) consider that a place-based 
approach that prioritises measures to 
reduce the need to travel and encourages 
people to shift to more active, public and 
shared modes of transport must be 
adopted. Earlier this year we published: 
Net Zero Transport: the role of spatial 
planning and place-based solutions. This 
research, carried out by LDA Design with 
City Science and Vectos, sets out a 
pathway to achieving an 80% reduction in 
surface transport emissions by 2030, 
adapted for different types of place. This 
reflects the ambitious net zero targets set 
by many local authorities. 

To show what a place-based approach 
might look like, the report contains four 
spatial visions for fictional areas in 
England. The typologies are not exact 
depictions or representations of any single 
place. This approach ensures that the 
analysis is robust, and the findings are 
relevant and transferable to a broad range 
of places. The four place typologies, from 
largest to smallest, are: 

• Wotton City-Region: a polycentric 
conurbation – see Figure 1 

• Castlemore: a regional unicentric city 

• Stoneborough: a regeneration town 

• Ebsham: a village in the county of 
Monteshire 

This research started from the premise 
that a place-based approach to net zero 
transport should focus on solutions that 
create better places and healthier, happier, 
more resilient communities. These 
objectives are critical to good planning, 
linking the imperative to reduce transport 
emissions with wider objectives related to 
decarbonisation, housing growth and 
nature recovery. We call for measures that 
first focus on the role of place in reducing 
trips, before considering how to increase 
the proportion of the remaining trips that 
are taken by active, public and shared 
forms of transport. This basic hierarchy is 
summarised in the Sustainable 

Accessibility and Mobility (SAM) 
Framework, a tool created by Vectos to 
help planners and designers prioritise 
interventions – see Figure 2. 

We identified a potential pathway to an 
80% reduction in surface transport 
emissions by 2030 by following four steps 
– see Figure 3. The first step assumes that 
all new development is planned, designed 
and delivered in a way that achieves  
net zero transport emissions, and ideally 
to be carbon negative by helping to 
reduce transport emissions at a wider 
scale. The following steps then reflect the 
three categories of the SAM Framework, 
with the carbon impact of interventions 
modelled sequentially. 

Step 2 prioritises interventions that reduce 
the overall need to travel, while Step 3 
shifts modes away from private vehicles 
and towards walking, cycling and public 
transport, while also enhancing the 
provision of traditional public transport. 

Step 4 covers the switch away from 
internal combustion engines towards 
zero-carbon fuels such as electricity and 
hydrogen. This final step plays an 
important role in decarbonisation, but will 
not reduce trips and energy consumption 
or deliver place-benefits for people and 
communities. 

The planning system in England has 
become overly focused on the promotion, 
allocation and servicing of land to deliver 
homes and commercial development, 
without giving meaningful consideration 
to the impact on carbon emissions or the 
important role of place-making in 
facilitating local living. Reform often 
focuses on facilitating the current business 
model of private developers, rather than 
the creation of good quality homes in 
sustainable communities that are fit for 
the future. 

Meanwhile, the transport planning system 
often remains constrained by the 

Wotton, a (fictional) large, nationally important conurbation  
of approximately three million people, with high housing need 
Figure 1

Sustainable Accessibility and Mobility (SAM) Framework  
(after Vectos) 
Figure 2
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traditional approach of predicting demand 
and providing road capacity to meet it, 
instead of focusing on trip reduction and 
the promotion of active and public 
transport as genuine alternatives to the 
private car. The transport and land use 
planning systems are therefore dependent 
on each other to deliver the outcomes we 
need, but each operates largely in 
isolation. 

Our research supports the case for a 
radical shift to a new model of integrated 
spatial planning, underpinned by a strong 
place vision and focused on the delivery of 
ambitious, cross-cutting outcomes. These 
outcomes need to look beyond numerical 
housing targets, road capacity and 

expectations of architectural design.  
At the most basic level, spatial planning 
needs to make net zero outcomes a 
prerequisite of new development, and  
a priority for urban renewal. This alone 
requires a significant uplift in ambition 
compared to the current approach. 

The pathway to decarbonisation identified 
through this research shows that 
technological solutions, such as the 
mainstream uptake of electric vehicles, 
will still play a key role in reducing 
emissions, but without a bolder vision, 
they will not reduce travel demand or 
create the places we need. On the 
contrary, Ofgem estimates that by 2050, 
the use of EVs may need to increase from 

230,000 today to 46 million in order to 
meet the UK’s net zero target. This would 
lock in the car-dependent lifestyles that 
have already contributed to the health, 
social and environmental challenges  
faced today. 

Instead, spatial planning needs to create 
visions for the future that are designed to 
facilitate and encourage new forms of 
local living on an everyday basis. By 
necessity, this will involve reducing the 
dominance of private vehicles to create 
the space needed for new forms of 
development, infrastructure and spaces 
that stand a credible chance of facilitating 
behaviour change at the required scale. 
This will not be easy, but it is necessary.

Four-step approach to reducing surface transport emissions 
Figure 3
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