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Expenditure on road-building should be halted and replaced by a £90 billion 15-year
Regional Sustainable Transport Fund from ring-fenced VED.
Building roads does not solve congestion. Evidence for over 20 years shows that new roads encourage new
journeys and open up land for car-dependent development which creates more traffic.1 This leads to a vicious
circle of more congestion, more roads, more development, more traffic. Evaluation of large road schemes
showed that traffic growth was generally higher than forecast, and significantly higher than increases in
background levels of traffic and population.2 Where bypass schemes were built to relieve congestion, the old
bypassed roads experienced a temporary drop in traffic but after a few years traffic levels often returned to
pre-bypass levels. It is delusional to think we can build our way out of congestion.
Building new roads may increase casualties. 27,000 people were killed or seriously injured on Britain’s roads
in the year to September 2017, of which over 2,000 were children.3 For anyone aged 5-25 road death is the
single biggest cause of death not from disease.4 In the short term it is unlikely that new roads will reduce
casualties;5 in the long term new roads may substantially increase the risk of casualties because they generate
more, and higher speed, traffic.
Building roads does not improve the local economy. A widely held assumption that building roads creates
economic growth is not backed up by on-the-ground evidence.6 7An analysis of road schemes that had been
justified on the grounds that they would boost the local economy, found that three quarters had weak or no
evidence of economic benefits, and where there was evidence it was not clear the benefits were very
significant or what was intended.8
Building roads is immensely damaging to the environment.9 More than half (49 out of 86) of all major road
schemes built since 2002 have affected areas that were nationally or locally protected because of their wildlife,
landscape or heritage values.10 Since 2002 there have been 14 major road schemes that damaged ancient
woodland; 6 schemes that impacted Sites of Special Scientific Interest; 11 schemes that affected Areas of
Outstanding Natural Beauty and three schemes that cut through or close to National Parks. As well as the
impacts on their habitats, millions of wild birds and animals are killed each year on our roads.11
Building roads exacerbates climate change, air pollution and noise. Road traffic is responsible for around a
fifth of the UK’s greenhouse gas emissions12 and road building will increase this.13 Road traffic is also
responsible for around 80% of nitrogen dioxide in areas where legal limits of this air pollutant are broken.14
Air pollution, much of it associated with road traffic, is estimated to cause around 40,000 premature deaths a
year.15 55% of the population were annoyed or disturbed to some extent by traffic noise in 2012, up from 40%
in 2000, with 8% very or extremely annoyed.16
Building roads is a serious drain on public finances. Government has pledged over £15 billion on the first of
two massive national road-building programmes on the Strategic Road Network (SRN)17 and is likely to spend
£30 billion on the second stage post 2020.18 According to the government this represents a trebling of road
spending compared to 2012-13 levels. 19 This funding will also be used to pay for a newly created local
authority managed Major Road Network.20 This £30 billion sum is a minimum estimate, and does not include
expenditure on local roads from other sources such as the Integrated Transport Block and Local Growth
Funds.21, To help pay for all these road schemes, Vehicle Excise Duty (VED) will be diverted from 2020 into a
National Roads Fund.22 Yet the external costs for which road traffic should be expected to pay (road safety,
health and environmental impacts) far outweigh the £6 billion annual revenue from VED – a minimum
estimate suggests external costs of road traffic are £50 billion but are more likely over £100 billion per year.23

A large proportion of the population do not benefit from this spending spree: nearly a quarter of all households
do not have access to a car, rising to 44% of households in the lowest income quintile.24 So many people,
particularly those on low income, have difficulty accessing jobs, shops, parks and green spaces, and even
people in other parts of town, in much of their ‘home’ area. The historic under-investment in public transport
has led to increasing car-dependency: people are forced to drive in order to access employment and services.
Around 80% of the working age population can (theoretically) reach 7 or more large employment centres by
car compared with 20% by public transport.25 Good alternative transport options are required to reduce car
dependency and enable everyone, not just the well-off, to access jobs, facilities and services.
To end this cycle of ever increasing levels of traffic, car dependency, and health/environmental damage
government expenditure on building new roads should be halted for the foreseeable future.
Instead, the revenue from VED (or its equivalent) over the next 15 years should be ringfenced to form a £90
billion Regional Sustainable Transport Fund. This should be a dedicated fund for sustainable travel to redress
the historic under-investment in walking, cycling and public transport. It would provide funding for attractive
alternatives to car use for people to access employment and services, for the many short/medium-length car
trips that are currently made on the SRN. The funding should be confirmed in deals between national and local
government so the latter can plan with certainty. The existing funding for road maintenance would continue.
A Regional Sustainable Transport Fund would support important areas of historic under-investment, e.g.:


Continuous cycle and pedestrian paths along all main roads between settlements (as in countries like
Denmark).



Tram and guided bus networks for urban areas that need them.



Reopening of rail lines that are important for short intra-region trips.



Selective reallocation of road space in cities and large centres (where congestion is often worst) to
pedestrians, cyclists, public transport or improved public realm. 26

This will bring major benefits for the following:
Congestion – shifting car trips from the road network27 to high quality alternatives will free up space for
essential road users, such as emergency vehicles, businesses carrying tools and supplies to work sites or people
with disabilities. DfT’s former Chief Scientist has commented: “Congestion on the SRN largely occurs near
population centres where locally generated traffic impedes long-distance traffic. If carriageway is added, at
considerable expense, the locals take advantage of initially higher speeds to increase trip length, most
importantly when they change jobs or move house. These longer trips restore congestion to what it was, and
long-distance users are no better off.”28
Communities in new housing areas – who need short, attractive walking and cycling routes to local
destinations, and public transport provision for longer trips.
Low income families – who need access to jobs, shops and services without the expense of having to run a
car.
Town centres – which become more attractive as car-free destinations that more people can reach easily.29
Local economies – improved transport links will decrease transport costs, widen workforce catchments for
employers, and create thriving urban centres.
Air pollution - reducing levels of motor traffic on the roads by improving facilities for walking and cycling is
one of the best ways to reduce exposure to air pollution.30
Noise – by cutting traffic noise with benefits for children’s learning and cognitive development.31
Climate change – by reducing traffic, one of the biggest single sources of greenhouse gas emissions.
Wildlife, landscape and heritage – by avoiding further destruction of ecologically, aesthetically and culturally
valuable areas.32
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