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Decarbonising rail can help the  
UK reach net zero and support the 
economic recovery, but we need  
to start now.

t is no secret that this has been a challenging year for the UK,  
its economy and businesses. In the railway industry, the various 
lockdowns and restrictions due to coronavirus have put a halt to 

the ever-increasing demand for rail travel, as the public followed 
government instructions to stay at home and limit travel. 
However, during the past year rail has played just as vital a role as 
ever, transporting key workers and resources around the country 
at a pivotal time. 
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Rail has also continued to support the 
economy during a period when, through 
no fault of their own, large economic 
sectors were not able to function. At one 
point during the first lockdown, rail 
infrastructure work made up 25% of all 
construction activity in the UK. We should, 
then, be thankful to all the rail workers 
who worked tirelessly to keep things 
moving, as well as for the government’s 
financial support to keep services running. 

Role of rail post-coronavirus 

As for the drop in passenger numbers, we 
at the Railway Industry Association (RIA), 
the UK trade body for rail suppliers, are 
bullish that the current situation is 
temporary. Yes, coronavirus has meant 
more people have worked from home 
over the past year, but many miss 
travelling, whether for business purposes,

to see family and friends or simply to visit 
parts of the country they enjoy. Crucially, 
investment decisions should not be based 
on an extraordinary year-and-a-half, 
particularly as rail investments are long 
term. In November 2020, RIA published: 
10 Reasons to Continue to Invest in Rail, a 
short report listing the key reasons why we 
cannot take our foot off the pedal when it 
comes to supporting our railways: 

1. Rail is a long-term game. Investments 
in infrastructure or rolling-stock are 
usually delivered and create continuing 
value for passengers and the wider 
economy over years. 

2. The reduction in passenger numbers is 
likely to be temporary. Based on previous 
economic slumps in the 1980s, 1990s and 
post-2008, and past health crises, 
passenger numbers have always recovered 
to continue their pattern of growth. 

3. Rail is not just for passengers. It is also 
vital for freight, with over 4 billion tonnes 
being delivered annually before 
coronavirus. 

4. Rail travel is clean and safe. The rail 
industry is working hard to ensure trains 
are clean and safe to use for the public, 
with daily cleaning of train interiors using 
antiviral cleaning materials. 

5. Investment can support the whole of 
the UK. The rail network touches almost 
every part of the country and has the 
potential to unlock a new generation of 
talent. 

6. Rail can lead the green recovery. It is 
not possible to meet zero-carbon goals 
for transport without rail. Rail is a green 
mode of mass transit, contributing to just 
2.5% greenhouse gas emissions from 
transport and only 0.6% of total UK 
emissions. 

7. Rail cannot easily be mothballed. 
Once rail infrastructure is decommissioned, 
it is not easily reopened. 

8. Rail investment has a knock-on 
economic impact. For every £1 spent on 
the rail network, £2.20 value is delivered  
in the wider economy. 

9. Investment cannot wait. Much of the 
rail spending planned cannot be 
postponed, in order to meet our 
decarbonisation and digitisation targets. 

10. There is a clear window to get work 
done. The pandemic has provided an 
opportunity to get work done without 
impacting services, which should be 
capitalised on before passenger and 
freight numbers return. 
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In conclusion 

There is a real opportunity for the rail industry 
to lead the UK’s economic revival, and to do so 
whilst delivering green jobs, investment and 
economic growth; but to achieve our net zero 
commitments we need to start decarbonising 
now, investing in a rolling programme of 
electrification and fleet orders of new  
low-carbon rolling stock. Doing so could not 
only support the economy, but also make the 
UK a world leader in green, low-carbon 
industries like rail.

RailDecarb21: the role of rail for a 
green recovery 

Reason 6 – rail as a low carbon form of 
mass transit – will be particularly 
important for the UK as it seeks to rebuild 
post pandemic. It is simply not possible to 
meet zero-carbon goals for transport 
without rail, which contribution to 
greenhouse gas emissions is itself 
negligible. However, the UK government is 
committed to taking all diesel-only trains 
off the UK rail network by 2040, and has a 
legal commitment to reach net zero by 
2050, so there is further impetus for us to 
continue supporting a green railway. 

In 2020, Network Rail published a  
so-called interim Traction Decarbonisation 
Network Strategy, setting out what would 
be needed for the UK rail network to play 
its part in achieving net zero. The study 
found that, with almost 15,000km of 
railway lines not electrified in the UK, 
more than 11,500km needed to be 
electrified, almost 1,000km needed to be 
utilised for hydrogen trains and almost 
500 for battery trains; and over 2,000km 
needed multiple options to be available. 

Given rail projects – whether 
infrastructure or rolling-stock – take time 
to deliver, and with trains having an 
average 30-year life, meaning what we 
commission today will likely still be on the 
network in 2050, we need to start on this

agenda now. That is why in March 2021, 
the RIA launched its RailDecarb21 
campaign, calling on the UK government 
to begin decarbonising the rail network 
this year, ahead of COP26, the 
environmental conference taking place in 
Glasgow in November. 

It is simple. The industry would like to see 
a rolling programme of rail electrification 
and fleet orders of low carbon, self-
powered rolling-stock, such as those that 
use battery or hydrogen. This is not only 
supported by businesses across the rail 
industry, but also by MPs, with 
parliament’s Transport Committee 
recommending the government makes 
progress on these two areas in its recent

report: Trains Fit For the Future? As 
Committee Chair Huw Merriman MP put it: 
‘It’s time to invest in a rolling programme 
[of electrification] which will speed up 
delivery, drive down costs and hold to 
account those who do not deliver to time 
or budget. We know that the government 
is keen to encourage the development of 
hydrogen power and ask that the 
decarbonisation plan is flexible enough to 
include alternative and new technologies. 

Need for more electrification 

Key to decarbonising rail is further 
electrification work. Since 2017, when the 
government curtailed its electrification 
programme, there has been a reluctance 
to sign off new schemes. This is partly 
understandable, given the cost overruns 
on the Great Western electrification 
programme, but as the RIA has shown with 
its report: Electrification Cost Challenge, 
this should not be treated as an indicator 
for future costs, with many schemes 
delivering to time and budget since Great 
Western. What is vital, however, is that the 
industry has a steady, consistent, rolling 
programme of work so it can build up and 
retain expertise and capabilities, rather 
than the boom-and-bust profiles of work 
seen in the past. 

As a new report shows: Why Rail 
Electrification?, you simply cannot 
decarbonise the network without 
electrification – and intensively used lines 
or those with freight trains will require 
electric traction to decarbonise, even with 
the exciting developments in battery and 
hydrogen. The report was accompanied by 
an open letter to the Transport Secretary, 
signed by over 10 business groups and 
trade bodies from across the sector, 
showing just how universal this view is.
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