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DECARBONISING TRANSPORT

ILT’s 21-point plan for transport 
decarbonisation was published in 
February 2021 as a year-end 

summary report. One of many threads is 
the challenges of rural transport and a 
detailed report on this aspect is to be 
published in May 2021. The plan included 
recommendations for government, local 
authorities, operators, industry, academia 
and CILT. The UK government and 
devolved administrations have either 
setpolicy or will shortly do so, and budgets 
and finances are established, at least for
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the short term. However, progress is not 
going to be made by government alone 
and with many of us being associated with 
these groups now is the opportunity to 
use our knowledge and skills to help make 
progress. What can we do? 

Operators 

Delivery companies, bus operators,  
train operators and airlines should be 
developing flexible decarbonisation 
strategies, including better operations,

collaboration, alternative fuels and future 
proofing. One of our recommendations is 
for all home deliveries to be by electric 
vans by 2030 and, given that no new 
petrol or diesel vans are to be produced 
after this date, now is the right time to get 
going, as some companies already have. 
HGV operators, rail freight companies and 
airlines should be planning to introduce 
lower carbon operations now – for 
example, with sustainable fuels – even if 
the availability of new technology vehicles 
is some way off. 

Local government 

Members in local and transport 
authorities, and the many consultants 
advising them, need to be taking a holistic 
approach to decarbonisation strategies. 
This includes working with all the 
community, including those living on main 
roads, delivery and servicing providers, 
accessibility groups, emergency services 
and transport operators when 
implementing change, such as low-traffic 
neighbourhoods. Members need also to 
follow through with the recommendations 
on requiring charging points in new 
developments, micromobility trials and 
active travel plans. 

Infrastructure 

While infrastructure is usually a long-term 
investment, there are plenty of immediate 
actions that can be taken with the costs 
spread between existing and future users. 
Electric charging and rail electrification 
are two prime examples of the need for 
ongoing, rolling programmes. For the 
longer term, integration of land use and 
infrastructure is vital. 

Campaigns 

CILT members can join in a concerted 
effort to persuade people that transport 
decarbonisation is essential to create 
sustainable futures benefiting people, 
business and the planet. Many agree with 
the need to decarbonise, but are reluctant 
because of the perceived cost and 
limitations. Adverse publicity can be easily 
whipped up by media and politicians and 
should be countered by full and ongoing 
research into public attitudes and 
campaigns, as suggested in the last of our 
recommendations in the 21-point plan  
and to which CILT and its members have  
a critical role. 

Rural challenges and opportunities 

Our next report, to be published soon, 
notes the differences between rural and 
urban travel patterns, community and rural 
business needs and the nuances of public 
transport in rural areas. The economic role 
of the rural economy is significant and 
presents some real opportunities to 
support our collective drive to 
decarbonisation. 

In rural areas, rail and bus operations  
are economically challenging, and so  
rural locations may be more suited to  
on-demand services. Of course, on-demand 
taxi services are long established and, with 
recent digital innovations, could mean this 
becomes a more core service as part of 
the mobility-as-a-service agenda. Linking 
shared services alongside electric 
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infrastructure support could allow for 
better connectivity to health, education 
and employment at a lower environmental 
cost. 

The use of commercial vehicles is high in 
rural areas, and freight-intensive industry 
is a feature of rural economies. A variety of 
types of goods vehicles are used in rural 
areas, ranging from traditional HGVs and 
van to towing vehicles and industrial 
farming vehicles. 

Sectors such as farming and mineral 
extraction provide specific 
decarbonisation challenges and 
opportunities. Agriculture could present 
opportunities for farm operations that 
could combine cleaner energy generation 
to transport fuel. Mineral extraction in 
rural areas can be ideal for rail freight to 
provide part of the transport solution. 

The surge in online retailing has been 
remarkable during the pandemic, as 
people have worked from home and been 
unable or unwilling to visit town centres. 
Vans have been an increasing feature of 
online deliveries and are also traditionally 
used for servicing and other businesses. 
Rural van activity is notably less productive 
than in the urban context, but there are 
still decarbonisation opportunities with 
widespread electrification. 

Much of the rural economy relies on 
tourism, which presents its own 
challenges, as tourist traffic has 

characteristics that may need different 
solutions. Removing traffic congestion 
caused by visitor travel – for example, by 
combining parking with traffic restrictions 
– will not only help deliver on carbon 
targets, but also make the area more 
attractive to live in, work in and visit. 

At the heart of successful and sustainable 
decarbonisation in rural areas could be 
mobility hubs, combining people and goods 
movements and driving up economics of 
scale, as well as creating opportunities to 
use cleaner transport solutions. 

The recent trends towards home working 
and moving out of cities may well change 
some of the dynamics of rural transport, 
and summer 2021 will be a good test of 
tourism-related transport as we take UK 
holidays instead of overseas. However,  
the fundamentals of distance and lower 
densities are likely to remain. 
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In conclusion 

CILT’s decarbonisation studies have now 
reached a stage where we can recommend 
that members ramp up their activity, whether 
in urban or rural areas, to take full advantage 
of the opportunities available. This year will 
see many significant changes and CILT will be 
at the forefront, so keep an eye on the Routes 
to Net Zero 2050 pages on the website and get 
involved in events and forums.
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