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It is time to make the transition to 
parcels as passengers mainstream.

There is an opportunity  
to replace extended stem 
mileages in vans with local 
cargo bikes
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ILT has recently published its  
policy recommendations to 
government on the future of 

transport on Routes to Net Zero 2050. 
Among the 21 specific recommendations 
in a highly detailed paper were five 
proposals that knit together to create  
a new vision for logistics: 

• E-bikes should be supported, but  
e-scooters should not be permitted  
on footways. 

• All home deliveries should be 
undertaken by electric vehicles by 2030. 

• …a rolling programme of rail 
electrification should be implemented… 

• Local authorities must prepare active 
travel plans that take account of  
the needs for servicing delivery, 
emergency access and disabled people 
by 2025. 

• Governments should support modal shift 
to rail freight with targeted interventions. 

The implications of this (slightly dry) policy 
wording are nothing short of seismic for 
national logistics operations and our city 
centres. The evidence and precedents for 
the proposals are unassailable. The sale of 
diesel and petrol vans has already been 
banned for 2030, so proposal No.9 simply 
brings forward the time at which parcel 
operators need to start replacing their 
fleets with electric to 2026 to fit with the 
heavy-duty life cycles of these vehicles 
and allow time for repurposing the 
existing parc. Part of that replacement 
process will allow the rapid adoption of 
the electric cargo bikes, No.7. The fact is 
that these bikes are virtually zero 
emissions in terms of carbon and 
particulates: less than 0.5% of a  
carbon-powered van and less than 1% of 
the equivalent electric vehicle, to deliver 
same payload in same timeframe. 

Rail, both passenger and freight, is already 
the most carbon efficient as a high 
proportion of the rail network is already 
electric and the UK has among Europe’s 
greenest power supply. Filling the 
electrification gaps (No.11) in the network 
and transferring freight power from diesel 
to electric is a very much cheaper option 
than electrifying the motorways for bulk 
freight movements. This modal shift will 
not only help to decarbonise faster, but 
also relieve congestion. The case for 
modal shift (No.17) is difficult to counter;  
it will be cleaner and faster to achieve. 

Local authorities already have the 
responsibility to improve their air quality; 
recent Supreme Court judgements have 
found our national government delinquent 
in its planning to make improvements and 

they have smartly passed the baton to 
local authorities on the basis that the 
solutions need to be local (No.14). 

The effects of the pandemic on logistics 
demand and the streetscapes in our cities 
are unprecedented. With the closure of 
retail outlets and a nervous population  
the growth in home delivery has been 
remarkable with retailers recording  
like-for-like increases of more than 50% 
and in some cases 100%. At the same time, 
local authorities have been empowered to 
increase capacity for walking and cycling, 
expanding the size of lanes and blocking 
routes in suburban streets. This is 
inevitably creating difficulties for delivery 
and servicing activities by vans and smaller 
HGVs, with associated productivity loss.  
It is hardly surprising that the moves  
have triggered vociferous lobbying. 

Delivery and servicing plans for boroughs, 
districts and localities will be part of future 
local authority planning, but has yet to be 
based on any validated exemplars. 
Research at Aston University and by 
members of the CILT policy groups has 
shown conclusively that the published 
databases on commercial traffic 
generation are inaccurate and irrelevant to 
the new environment. These plans, as they 
form, will engage a suite of well-known 
solutions in a mix that is appropriate for 
the commercial traffic generation of each 
locality. That suite will include regulation 
of access and parking, edge of 
conurbation consolidation, urban hubs, 
micro-hubs, and cargo bikes. None of 
these measures is a silver bullet; all will  
be needed. 

Into that mix comes the opportunity to 
use rail both as primary distribution and as 
urban hubs. Those of us who remember 
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     CILT has recommended to government that all home deliveries should be undertaken by electric vehicles by 2030

     During the pandemic, local authorities have been empowered to 
increase capacity for walking and cycling
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the Red Star parcel service with affection 
– see this as a ‘back to the future’ 
measure. That was a small volume, 
premium, same-day service in the face of 
most parcel operations then being two or 
three days. Now a timed next-day service 
is the industry standard, with real  
prices falling by as much as 75% on  
pre-pandemic volumes of three billion 
units a year. 

This huge industry faces the challenge of 
decarbonisation and increased regulation 
at the same time as consumers want 
same-day, on-demand delivery. The vision 
of using rail as the primary movement and 
railway stations as hubs or micro-hubs 
supported by cargo bikes is an exciting 
one and made all the more attractive by 
the likely long-term reduction in rail 
passenger travel as the nation recovers 
from the pandemic and adjusts working 
and commuting practices. Passenger 
carriages can be reconfigured to hold  
roll cages and be an integral part of  
trains that also carry passengers. 

While stations will struggle to 
accommodate a good number of vans,  
the access for cargo bikes will be much 
easier. The transition to a low-carbon, 
city-friendly future can be assisted and 
accelerated by this vision. For customers, 
the same-day service they seem to crave 
can be made available. 

On the face of it, there is nothing not to 
like! Where, then, will the barriers be?  

In a nutshell the answer is economics and  
self-interests. Even at volume, parcels as 
passengers is not likely to yield the same 
earning capacity as ticketed people and 
will involve reorganisation of carriages, 
platforms and schedules; but my 
knowledgeable friends in this sector say 
that has all been done before and can be 
made to happen if the will is there. 

The alternative of the established parcel 
networks is well established and heavily 
invested, but it is not paying its full carbon 
cost. Any transition to parcels as 
passengers will not be mainstream until 
the societal costs are fully rebalanced to 
reflect the carbon and the infrastructure  
of the options. That process is not an easy 
one as the heritage of rail freight grants 
and track access fees might attest; 

self-interest and politics can easily get in 
the way of objective evidence. Given the 
difficulty of getting environmental costs 
agreed that truly reflect (inter alia) the 
health risks of poor air quality and the 
opportunity costs of climate change, there 
is a case for bold actions by government 
and local authorities. Some local 
authorities are taking action individually, 
but without a national framework; that 
framework is needed to ensure 
consistency. While this is an urban priority, 
parcels as passengers is applicable to rural 
services, providing the opportunity to 
replace extended stem mileages in vans 
with local cargo bikes and smaller vans. 

While the vision is clear and highly 
attractive, there is much work to do in the 
corridors of power to put in place the 
conditions that would enable it to happen. 
As with so many developments, the 
momentum will build to the point where 
this innovation will be commonplace and 
self-evident. As the reader can see, I have 
an interest in this success, but nonetheless 
I hope you find my assessment objective.
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A bold national framework is required 
to make this transition achievable

      Where stations struggle to accommodate a good number of 
vans, the access for cargo bikes will be much easier 


