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Decarbonising Transport – a response from Bus Users 

If we are to meet our decarbonisation targets, we cannot delay action to bring down our transport 

emissions in the UK as part of our global commitment to do so.  The “Setting the challenge” 

document published by the Department for Transport sets out many of the challenges that this will 

entail and demonstrates a welcome desire to overcome them.  

We will focus our response on your stated Priority 1:  

Accelerating modal shift to public and active transport 

 Help make public transport and active travel the natural first choice for daily activities  

 Support fewer car trips through a coherent, convenient and cost-effective public network; 

and explore how we might use cars differently in future  

 Encourage cycling and walking for short journeys  

 Explore how to best support the behaviour change required 

The guiding principle must be to make active, sustainable transport the simple and rational choice 

for all, beginning with all urban environments but not forgetting the suburban, semi-rural and 

deeper rural populations. High-quality, affordable and accessible transport options will encourage 

people to make the switch to more sustainable modes, reducing congestion and pollution and 

improving public health and wellbeing. 

We welcome the concept of a National Bus Strategy as part of this plan, as buses and coaches will be 

the workhorse of the public transport offer for many years to come providing, as they do now, the 

main means of accessing education, employment, healthcare and leisure for most communities. 

However, there needs to be far greater ‘joined-up’ thinking about what journeys are being made, by 

whom, at what time and for what purposes. Many journeys require several modes of transport to be 

used and, the more interchanges are needed, the lower a traveller’s confidence is that it will be a 

smooth experience.  

We would suggest that serious consideration be given to trialling a number of pilot transport hubs 

following the Helsinki model1 (currently being trialled in Holland, Denmark, Germany and Austria). 

Suitable sites are identified near fixed infrastructure such as railway stations and provide for park 

and ride via bus, shared mobility modes, hire bicycle/scooter and/or walking route information, 

                                                             
1 
https://www.bing.com/images/search?view=detailV2&ccid=OFDymBgA&id=9B3799C25A494EA13A26EEAD6E
F0C876DEABEF2B&thid=OIP.OFDymBgAyyKXx2hz0LPgqQHaE5&mediaurl=https%3a%2f%2fcomo.org.uk%2fwp
-
content%2fuploads%2f2018%2f05%2fmobipunt_woonwijk.png&exph=608&expw=920&q=Integrated+Mobility
+Hub&simid=608036656021176570&ck=D7E17A7EF929EE27E6B09540C3EFE994&selectedIndex=13&ajaxhist=
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based on expressed needs of the local communities. Local people should be consulted over routes 

and services to ensure they can access travel from where they live to the main destinations they 

require, from town centres to employer sites, hospitals, places of education, leisure services and 

tourist destinations. 

If space allows, WiFi signal and work stations/meeting rooms could be added for hire, plus open 

space or play areas, along with secure cycle/scooter storage if the buses in use locally do not 

currently carry these and various concessions supplying the needs of travellers to enhance their 

appeal to remote workers and business start-ups, making these hubs a destination for some.  

We also feel that such pilot schemes will help with your Priority 4: 

Place-based solutions  

 Acknowledge that a single solution will not be appropriate for every location  

 Address emissions at a local level through local management of transport solutions 

The suggested pilots should require a high level of local consultation with communities served, large 

and small employers, local services such a schools, colleges, hospitals, markets and other amenities 

in order to appropriately map the transport needs in the chosen area, rather than assuming the 

existing transport offer meets those needs.   

Pilot schemes will need to look at the various models of collaboration in order to find a mechanism 

that could be useful in other locations, rather than simply looking at the outcome in the trial area. 

This would allow others to learn from them and adapt mechanisms to suit local needs. 

We would suggest that at least 2 of these pilot areas should be around coastal towns or attractions 

in order to trial the flexibility and viability of the sustainable hubs during seasonal fluctuations and 

model the problems of communicating the scheme to non-local visitors. While suburban areas seem 

likely locations for such trials, we would recommend that trials are also designed to serve rural and 

deep rural areas where the car is currently the only viable means of transport for most residents.  

A major shift in public attitudes towards choosing public transport is sorely needed and will require a 

major increase in ring-fenced investment from central funds, with specific locally-agreed ambitions. 

Some form of partnership agreement would be needed between the public/private stakeholders in 

order to manage these trials and this should include a user panel which can feed back their 

experiences. As the London experience showed, making public transport easy and private 

motoring/parking harder, pushes people into trying a different commute/journey. This would be a 

first step in greening transport.  

Enabling a switch to electric and hydrogen-fuelled vehicles for Public Service vehicles, delivery 

vehicles and shared transport of various kinds is a useful addition, but switching privately-owned 

vehicles to a different engine on a large scale only delays dealing with the central problem of private 

car use in urban areas. Disincentivising the ownership and use of private vehicles is necessary and 

inevitable if a greener future is to be achieved.  

Information to inform travel choices  

In a September 2019 report on travel demand2, some facts emerged that show households in 

England spend £82m owning, insuring, maintaining and fuelling their vehicles, but even in the 

                                                             
2 https://www.creds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/CREDS-Shared-mobility-comm-report-WEB.pdf 
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morning peak, only 15% at most of the car fleet is in use at any one time. A third of cars do not move 

at all throughout the day and 8% do not move throughout the whole week. Taking average weights 

of cars and occupants, they estimate 910Kg of car is used to move every human or “in pure weight 

terms, that is more than pulling a giraffe along behind a bicycle”.  

The use of private cars is demonstrably inefficient and expensive but many owners cling to them 

because they do not feel the alternatives are available/practical/reliable. Most motorists do not 

factor in the costs of owning and supporting their vehicle when comparing against the cost of a rail 

fare, for instance, as they have already committed that expenditure psychologically.  

In order to achieve a different appreciation, we would suggest there ought to be a simple way of 

gauging the overall financial cost of taking a short journey, a journey of up to 5 miles, a journey of up 

to 50 miles etc by various methods. This would be in addition to the often-expressed idea of making 

it simple for people to compare the carbon footprint of a planned journey by different modes. 

Combining the two aspects in a journey calculator would ensure people begin to understand the 

environmental and financial costs of their journey choices. Requiring these calculations to be linked 

to all available UK journey planners and offering this option for all international journeys where the 

information is available, especially the aviation and maritime sections of a journey, would spread the 

message more widely. 

In addition to the behavioural tools offered to people to do the right thing, it will be necessary to use 

blunter instruments to dissuade all but the most intransigent to take an alternative approach. That 

would need to be decided in conjunction with Local Transport Authorities (which would be hesitant 

because of political blowback) and would need to be an appropriate combination of workplace 

parking levies, congestion charges, road pricing and private car bans in congested locations, 

alongside public and shared transport priority infrastructure as well as routes for cycling, scooting 

and walking.  

Decarbonising all transport modes  

Currently, there seems to be a push towards electrification of as many types of vehicles as possible. 

While this clearly appears to be a greener option than diesel or petrol transport, there are 

substantial issues which need to be addressed before new environmental problems result. 

There is currently no plan for what happens to larger batteries when they cease to be useful in 

vehicles. There have been attempts to use them to hold solar energy in housing developments in 

sustainable projects, which can work well for a further 20 years, but there simply isn’t enough of 

that kind of housing being built in the UK to make it a viable option. The life of a battery is finite and 

there seems to be no plan to deal with that issue. 

In the UK, we have moved away from Lead-based batteries but they, at least, tended to be recycled 

with most of the lead being recovered. We now use Lithium-based (Li-On) batteries for almost 

everything from mobile phones to bus batteries but these are difficult to recycle and currently 

(2020) only 5% are recycled across the UK. The business of producing electricity for vehicular use is 

not a clean one and we need to be careful of pushing towards an electric future based on batteries.  

Hydrogen gas buses are not emission-free, but they’re a lot cleaner than diesel and more able to 

sustain the power needed for large loads and heavy vehicles. The run-off water is supposedly clean 

enough to drink but that only relates to the tailpipe emissions. Like all vehicles, there is particulate 

waste clogging the air from these too. However, the biggest downside is that it takes a fair amount 

of electricity to make the hydrogen to fill the fuel cells so this, too, presents significant problems. 
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Essentially, hydrogen vehicles use about 3 times the amount of electricity per 100km travelled than 

an electric vehicle.  

The most urgent problem would therefore seem to be the decarbonisation of the electricity 

generating industry which needs to be addressed in tandem with the decarbonisation issues in order 

to avoid a future environmental crisis. The UK government has a working party with the Energy 

industry looking at how this can be achieved. The biggest challenge was identified as the provision of 

sufficient heating and hot water for the domestic and industrial market so there have been a 

number of projects and challenges aimed at this. However, despite heavy focus on this since 

2016/17, we have not seen any major breakthroughs, despite numerous small ones. It is clear that a 

new focus is needed on the requirement for green transport power provision.  

Conclusions 

 Public and shared transport will need to be prioritised in terms of infrastructure, funding, road 

space and statutory requirements, so that it is no longer an option for local authorities to refuse 

to subsidise unviable routes. 

 Meaningful consultation with communities to be served must be a requirement from the earliest 

stages of transport planning. 

 Integrated transport hubs and high-quality alternative means of accessing destinations will need 

to be in place to enable people to make realistic travel plans which do not involve private cars. 

 Disincentives to private car use will be needed in areas where such alternatives exist. 

 Easy to access information about the carbon footprint and cost of journey alternatives should be 

freely available. 

 Decarbonising transport is an essential step on the path to cleaner air. However, this can only be 

achieved in conjunction with other measures to develop clean power generation and storage 

methods from renewable sources along with appropriate waste management strategies. 

 Any measure to support the decarbonisation of transport and encourage people towards active, 

sustainable travel must be supported by a national government-led campaign to encourage 

modal shift. 

About Bus Users  
 
Bus Users is a registered charity that campaigns for accessible, inclusive transport. 
  
We are an approved Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) Body for bus and coach passengers and 
the body which deals with complaints under the European Passenger Rights Regulation (outside 
London). 
  
Bus Users UK is a registered charity (1178677 and SC049144), and a Company Limited by Guarantee 
(04635458). 
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