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Executive Summary 

 A low level of road user charging has the potential to raise large amounts 

of money for the Welsh treasury, sufficient to completely transform 

transport in Wales. Examples from around the world show that it is a major 

political enabler once initial obstacles to achieving it have been hurdled. 

 Road user charging can be designed to offer clear tangible benefits to car 

users. 

 Road user charging must be introduced as a ‘benefits-and-charges’ 

package, so every stage of development is inextricably linked to the 

benefits it offers to the people and places where it happens.  

 Benefits must start to be visibly delivered before introduction of charging, 

and must continue to be visibly delivered during charging. 

 Advance implementation of benefits can be funded by borrowing against 

the guaranteed road user charge revenue stream. 

 The benefits-and-charges package must achieve ‘cut-through’ with eye-

catching benefits that ‘show some love’ to car users, addressing the life 

issues they care about and struggle with. 

 Road user charging designed along these lines could reduce car mileage 

to the extent that Wales would be within range of meeting its carbon 

reduction obligations. 

 Central to the benefits-and-charges package is the potential for road user 

charging to fund free and much improved public transport for everyone, or 

at the least, to vital economic and social destinations for key groups whose 

restricted travel horizons constrain their job prospects and quality of life. 

 After its introduction in other countries and cities, road user charging has 

won broad public support and strengthened politicians’ positions. Prior to 

the introduction of road user charging, political eloquence and leadership 

advocating strong benefits-and-charges packages is essential. 

 The Welsh Government’s strongly expressed ambition to address climate 

change, clean air, healthy active travel, and efficiency of the transport 

system provides it with a strong mandate to introduce road user charging. 



5 | P a g e  

 

 

Indicative financials: road user charging potential to enable 
transformative benefits  

Potential charge & funds raised Potential benefits: some examples 

1p per km across all Wales  

£150m/yr 

(equivalent to £150 per year per car in Wales) 

Make all buses in Wales free and 
increase bus services by 33% 

7p per km within all of urban Wales  

£750m/yr 

(equivalent to a daily town / city charge of £2) 

Build two 10km tram lines every year & 
build 75km top quality traffic-segregated 
urban cycle superhighway every year 

7p per km within all of South East Wales  

£540m/yr 

(equivalent to a daily town / city charge of £2) 

Make all SE Wales buses free, triple SE 
Wales bus services, buy 750 electric 
buses every year 

4p per km within all of South East Wales  

£300m/yr 

(equivalent to a daily town / city charge of £1) 

Build 100km top quality traffic-
segregated urban cycle superhighway 
every year and scrap 100,000 filthy old 
bangers every year with £1000 
scrappage grants 

4p per km on all trunk roads & motorways  

£240m/yr 

(equivalent to an annual charge of £180 per 
year per car in Wales) 

Make all Wales & Borders trains free and 
link villages to towns by building 60km 
top quality inter-urban traffic-segregated 
cycle superhighway every year. 

1p per km on all trunk roads & motorways  

£35m/yr 

(equivalent to an annual charge of £50 per 
year per car in Wales) 

Build a premier 15km inter-urban cycle 
superhighway every year on a key e-bike 
commuter route, and make e-bikes 
cheaply available in that area and across 
Wales at low cost through an affordable 
rent-to-buy scheme with just peppercorn 
rent for all Wales jobseekers. 

Notes: Funds raised estimate allows for (i) annual scheme running costs (ii) reduction in car use due to scheme. 

For basis of calculations see associated spreadsheet. Depending on the charge level, set-up costs would be 

likely to absorb a significant proportion of first year revenues – for example infrastructure costs to expand the 

London Ultra Low Emission Zone to the North and South Circular roads, a 76km perimeter, were estimated by 

Transport for London at £90-£130m (https://www.london.gov.uk/questions/2018/1350).  

https://www.london.gov.uk/questions/2018/1350
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1. Introduction 
 

The purpose of this paper is to set out the potential contribution that road user 

charging could make to improve the lives and prospects of the people of Wales, and 

to suggest paths to road user charging that manifest its benefits from the outset to 

make it politically achievable. 

The potential financial yields from even small levels of road user charging, even if 

levied only in some urban areas in the first instance, are potentially game-changing 

for Wales, not only for transport policy sensu stricto but also for the impact that 

transformative funding of transport carries for other policy areas such as public 

health, social inclusion, economic prosperity, town centre regeneration, and the over-

arching problem of climate change. Road user charging has the potential to fund the 

core of a ‘build-back-better’ recovery from the Coronavirus crisis. And it is a tool that 

is in the hands of the Welsh Government. 

Other papers in this series, modelling the carbon reduction potential of active travel 

and public transport and assessing the ‘carbon gap’ that will remain even after rapid 

electrification of cars, show that an incentive for behaviour change such as road user 

charging is essential if transport is to change from being an impediment to Wales 

meeting its climate commitments to a force propelling decarbonisation. The size of 

the carbon gap that road user charging will be required to help close is discussed in 

the paper Reducing the carbon gap for car transport in Wales. 

It will take political skill to design, sell and deliver the offer of ‘benefits-and-charges’ 

that will win the day and enable road user charging in Wales. This paper sets out key 

elements and practical ideas to enable principled political determination to become 

workable, popular change on the ground.   

Despite wide agreement that fuel duty will need to be replaced by a different form of 

charging for road use, progress has been limited by the political hazards. This paper 

primarily seeks to outline a possible approach that is politically feasible, rather than 

provide a definitive review of all the societal and technical considerations.  

However, the next stages towards introducing road user charging, as outlined in the 

suggested 5-year plan at the end of this paper, will need to consider and market test 

the detail of how proposed benefits-and-charges packages could be constructed to 

ensure maximum impact and incentivisation alongside sensitivity to the needs of 

rural families, poorer families and small businesses. 
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2. What benefits does road user charging offer to the people 

of Wales? 
 

The Welsh Government should promise and deliver a ‘Road User Charge 

Transport Modernisation Fund’ which will spend all revenues raised by road user 

charging schemes.  

The fund should be highly visible and completely transparent, showing how road 

user charging revenues are being invested and how they will be used in future. It 

should encompass a range of modernisation schemes covering ‘personal’ as well as 

‘public’ benefits (i.e. must pass the “What’s in it for me?” test of policy public 

acceptability). 

Box 2.1: Key features of the Road User Charge Transport Modernisation Fund 

 Up and running, before road user charging schemes are in place.  

 Draws upon the guaranteed future revenue stream to borrow money within the 

current low interest environment to manifest up-front benefits 1-2 years before 

charging scheme inception. 

 Includes eye-catching benefits accessible to and relevant to people who 

presently are reliant on cars. 

 Supported by a large public education / marketing budget to communicate the 

benefits. 

 Designed to be simple and transparent, so that when local people in a road user 

charging area talk about whether road user charging is a good thing, everyone 

can name 2 or 3 good things the scheme has delivered. 

 Hypothecated in law so it is trusted from the outset to be spent on recognised 

‘public goods’ including better sustainable transport options. 

 Partly devolved, to local authorities or groups of local authorities responsible for 

road user charging scheme areas, ring-fenced with expenditure criteria ensuring 

alignment with Wales Transport Strategy priorities. 

 Partly used at national level, for any nation-wide road user charging schemes 

and wherever benefit schemes are most effectively run nationally. 

 Meets the twin objectives of encouraging public support and confidence in the 

road charging scheme whilst carrying forwards the Wales Transport Strategy. 

 Mixture of capital and revenue schemes.   

 

Table 2.1 considers some benefits Welsh Government and Welsh local authorities 

could deliver as part of the ‘Road User Charge Transport Modernisation Fund’.  
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Table 2.1: Suitability of possible benefits fundable by a road user charge scheme 

Benefit Do-able 
within 
charge 
funds? 

Deliverable 
in 1-2 
years 
before 
scheme? 

Eye-
catching? 

Accessible 
to current 
car users in 
charge 
area? 

Passes 
the 
“What’s in 
it for me?” 
test? 

Free local buses throughout Wales 
     

Free local buses in road user charge area 
     

Free buses to facilities such as hospitals  
     

Free buses for under-25s 
     

Free buses for mass event days 
     

Many more buses, to more places, 
including rural villages and towns 

     

Faster more reliable buses (needs bus 
priority infrastructure on key bus corridors) 

     

Cleaner and quieter zero-emission buses 
     

Free local rail journeys 
     

Free rail journeys within Wales 
     

Many more  train services, e.g. at ‘metro’ 
frequencies (mostly needs line upgrades)  

     
Tram lines serving Wales cities and towns 

     
Superfast remote working hubs for every 
village, suburb and town 

     

Grants to help rural families set up for 
remote working from home 

     
Revenue support scheme to back 
community enterprise village shops  

     
‘Save Local Schools’ revenue support for 
small schools within walking distance 

     
‘One Network, One Timetable, One Ticket’ 
network reach and useability  benefits  

     

Hugely improved public transport 
interchange facilities 

     

Disabled access improvements to public 
transport 

     

Excellent segregated cycling facilities 
along key car corridors 

     

Greatly improved pedestrian environment 
enhancing district, town and city centres 

     

Rural scrappage grants for rural drivers to 
replace older polluting vehicles 

     
Local scrappage grants for residents in  
charge areas to get cleaner, newer cars 

     
National scrappage grants to trade in gas 
guzzling old bangers for electric vehicles 

     

National grant, loan & lease scheme to 
make e-bikes accessible and affordable 

     
Local grant, loan & lease scheme to offer 
affordable e-bikes in the charge area 

     
Provision of rapid electric charging 
infrastructure within the charge zone 
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3 Will the public support road user charging? 
 

There are no insurmountable technical issues around introducing road user 

charging; the obstacles are to do with whether political leaders can swing the public 

behind a road user charging scheme. 

Evidence from existing schemes in other places and countries shows that public 

opinion tends to be quite evenly split before a scheme, but that a majority support 

the schemes once they are in place and the benefits are evident. Figure 3.1 shows 

the leap in public approval when the London mayor introduced a congestion charge 

in 2003. A similar pattern was evident in Stockholm when it introduced charging. 

Figure 3.1: Public approval increase after London congestion charge started 

 

Sources: Transport for London (2004) Central London congestion charging impacts monitoring: second annual 

report  

MORI (2004) Central London congestion charge social impacts surveys 2002, 2003 Report for TfL  

Transport for London (2005) Central London congestion charging impacts monitoring: third annual report   

In advance of charging, the public largely only appreciate how their present situation 

may be negatively impacted. But after the charge is in place the advantages can be 

appreciated and people have personally experienced the limited disadvantage of the 

charge. A key lesson from this kind of data is not to call a referendum1. 

                                            

1 The Manchester referendum was used by a vocal minority, funded by some anti-charge vested 
interests, to play on the public’s misperceptions of how the scheme would work out. 
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An elected Welsh Government has a mandate to introduce a road user scheme. This 

is all the more true for a Welsh Government that has long made clear its commitment 

to the reasons for such a charge in the form of objectives to achieve clean air, 

reduce climate damaging emissions, improve towns and cities and promote healthy 

active modes of travel.  

The stated intention in the Wales Transport Strategy to move forwards with road 

user charging has provided a public signal that is sufficient to progress road user 

charging. This has already been the subject of public discussion on the basis of the 

consultation draft, although there will need to be further well- structured and well-

funded consultation processes at local or national level to design the road user 

charging schemes that will be introduced. 

As the London and Stockholm data shows, there are many people who drive cars 

who will support road user charging. Media like to use ‘the motorist’ as if there is a 

homogeneous block whose world-view is entirely through a windscreen. When 

motorists are actually surveyed, it turns out that about half would rather not have to 

drive and would prefer alternatives, with less than a quarter being ‘die-hard’ drivers.2 

  

                                            

2 Anable J 2005 ‘Complacent Car Addicts’ or ‘Aspiring Environmentalists’? Identifying travel behaviour segments 

using attitude theory Transport Policy 12:1 65-78 
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4. What is the political path to successfully achieving road 

user charging? 

4.1 Messaging and attitude 

People are the solution and not the problem 

Putting together a successful charging regime needs to avoid any concept of drivers 

as the ‘villains of the piece’. Their transport choices have been determined by the 

options made available to them. To be able to make different and better choices, 

they need new choices that are affordable and practical for their daily lives. People 

on low incomes have more limited options and will tend to be especially anxious 

about the potential impact of road user charging on their livelihoods.   

A successful road user charge needs to be seen to be assisting with the daily 

challenges and tasks the public face. It is important that the charge is clearly 

designed as a tool for the improvement of the public’s local environment and of their 

travel and economic choices, not as a weapon of punishment for ‘bad behaviour’.   

We need to ‘show some love’ to the drivers who the scheme is trying to influence, 

and understand that many are already frustrated by the lack of positive alternative 

options to driving or are fearful that daily life is about to be made more difficult and 

expensive for them without compensation or relief.  

Positive influencing - having a supportive attitude to the drivers themselves and their 

needs - is the pathway to making change which is acceptable and ultimately 

supported by the public.  

Thus: 

 Understanding the public’s real day to day problems and practical transport 

needs is crucial to creating proposals which will be realistic and credible to them. 

 A road user charging scheme must make people’s lives easier, safer, more 

pleasant and convenient.  

 Researching driver attitudes and what messages and proposals will work 

positively for them will be central to success. 

4.2 Essential aspects of a successful road user charge 

A substantial research, campaign, communication and engagement budget 

Researching the human dimensions of this major change management programme 

will be as important as the technical research and transport modelling.  

Wide-ranging public and stakeholder consultation and engagement will be needed, 

including making opportunities to suggest approaches and explore options in focus 

groups where people can make clear the needs of their families, businesses, and 

communities.  

  



12 | P a g e  

 

An integrated, practical part of Wales Transport Strategy  

Facilitating the take-up of more sustainable transport options requires dramatic 

development and improvement of public transport and active transport networks. 

Road user charging must fit firmly within our overall future transport vision or it will be 

seen cynically as merely a cash-cow. Conflicts between high profile projects and 

policies will be noticed and will undermine public support.  

Getting this right should be easy - many modern key objectives, such as the creation 

of electrification infrastructure, improving air quality, the push to encourage remote 

working and working from home, and taking old bangers off the road, fit perfectly 

within a well-designed road user charging scheme. 

Benefits in place before the charge 

The London Congestion Charge was introduced after the public had seen and 

benefitted for two years from the Londonwide Bus Priority Initiative. This initiative 

substantially increased bus services, added night services, and sped buses past 

traffic congestion by installation of bus lanes and bus priority at key junctions. 

Alongside this was a revolution in bus customer information with easily 

comprehensible ‘spider’ route maps and real time bus information. Other key 

developments for public convenience were the advent of the Oyster card for 

seamless ticketing and a disability access programme which eventually gave all 

buses wheelchair ramps and internal wheelchair spaces and the capacity to ‘kneel’ 

the bus down to the kerb. Many of these developments are taken for granted now, 

but twenty years ago were a substantial ‘down payment' towards encouraging 

confidence in drivers that they could give up driving and still get to work on time.    

Fairness and compassion  

Fairness and kindness really matter to people.  Our scheme must be considerate to 

people facing obstacles in life, such as having disabilities, being care givers, being 

parents, living on low incomes, struggling to keep small businesses and charities 

afloat. And it must be fair to essential car and van users with no realistic alternative 

options. This requires a real-world understanding of local transport choices. 

Well-researched transition period with ‘soft landing’ enforcement  

Our charging scheme must give drivers realistic timetables for changing their 

vehicles or making difficult changes to their mode of transport or lifestyle. The 

transitional timescales of every change or charge introduced will need to be well 

researched, sensibly thought through, and robust.  

Taking into account ‘natural’ timescales, such as ‘normal’ fleet replacement 

timetables and the usual ‘life-ing policies’ of vehicles used by logistics companies, 

will make the transition more assured and meet with collaboration, rather than 

resistance. This is not just for legal reasons but to help the public and businesses 

‘work with the grain’ and be part of the solution by accepting and complying with the 

programme.  This paper suggests a 5 year structured programme of development 

and transition (see Section 5).   
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Understands how different people value different ‘community’ benefits  

The charging scheme may be driven by the science of climate change but public 

support may rest on visible local improvements to the environment, its ‘healthiness’, 

and safety for children.  

We should make sure the scheme enhances local safety and health:   

Will it achieve a substantial environmental improvement and clean up the polluted air 

affecting children’s lungs and everyones’ health? Will road deaths and injuries be 

dramatically reduced?  

Clear benefits to individuals and the community, strongly commmunicated 

All communications should answer the fundamental human questions:  

How will this affect me? What’s in this for me? What good or harm does this do to 

me, my children, my neighbourhood, my business and my community?  

People must hear about the real benefits of the scheme at the same time as the 

negative ones. The scheme itself and the communications strategy for it must treat 

the scheme as a ‘benefits-and-charges’ package.  

Transparent, simple, understandable  

Road user charging is more difficult in what has become an age of mistrust and 

conspiracy theories, especially about the collection and use of cash resources.  

The London Congestion Charge income was hypothecated by law to fund public 

transport.  Benefits-and charges schemes in Wales would also gain support by being 

clearly hypothecated by law from the outset, although the hypothecation will need to 

extend beyond public transport to include other recognised public ‘goods’ that self-

evidently improve health, safety, equity, local environments, local air and global 

climate change. 

The proposals need a clear rationale which political leaders can explain and 

communicate, and justify publicly.  This approach needs to extend in detail right 

down through the different elements of a scheme. If we can’t explain the good 

reason for doing something in solid plain language then we shouldn’t do it. Being 

politically brave is much easier when everyone can see that you are on solid ground.  

This entails keeping the scheme simple, clear and understandable, and making sure 

that complexities such as discounts are as fair and straightforwards as possible.  

Box 4.1 describes some key elements of the London Mayor’s road user charge 

communications strategy. 
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Box 4.1: How the comms strategy to expand road user charging in London 
uses targetted research on health impacts in areas where charge will apply 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE MONDAY 25 JANUARY 2021: 

A new Imperial study shows that the Mayor’s air quality policies will help increase the 

average life expectancy of a child born in London by six months  

Report reveals that bold measures to tackle air pollution are still needed as 4,000 

Londoners died due to the impacts of toxic air in 2019 

Highest number of deaths attributed to toxic air were recorded in outer London 

boroughs   

Source: https://www.london.gov.uk/press-releases/mayoral/new-imperial-study-on-mayors-aq-policies  

Key features of the comms strategy behind this release are: 

 Specially commissioned research, targetted at the key issue of toxic air and at 
outer London boroughs that will be subject to expansion of the Ultra Low 
Emission Zone (and a potential Greater London Boundary Charge). 

 Authoritative analysis, providing the surprising and powerful finding that 
‘Imperial’s researchers found that the greatest number of deaths attributable to 
air pollution were in outer London boroughs, mainly due to the higher proportion 
of elderly people in these areas, who are more vulnerable to the impacts of air 
pollution. The boroughs with the highest number of air pollution related deaths in 
2019 were Bromley, Barnet, Croydon and Havering. This underlines that pollution 
is not just a central London problem.’  

 Commissioned, directly controlled and communicated by the ‘political’ wing of 
London Government – the Mayor’s office in City Hall (not at arms-length by 
Transport for London). 

 Press release written with prior liaison with crucial civil society interests, so that 
the release includes a quote from ‘Mums for Lungs’. 

 The release points to the positive impact of existing policies and shows how the 
research supports the Mayor’s commitment to enlarge the ULEZ charge zone in 
October 2021. 

 The research includes the impact of fine particulates (PM2.5s), for which the 
World Health Organisation says there is no safe level, and which will remain a 
problem even with electric vehicles, due to brake, tyre and road surface 
emissions. 

 

 

Researches and understands the consumer economics of travel choices  

Political leaders and charging scheme decision makers need to understand why 

owning a car creates an economic imperative to use it, and how fare and ticketing 

options might disadvantage people with mixed drive/ public transport/ active travel 

commuting patterns. The charging scheme will need to facilitate people making 

https://www.london.gov.uk/press-releases/mayoral/new-imperial-study-on-mayors-aq-policies
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different choices on a journey by journey basis and not see commuting as an 

identical day in, day out, pattern. It needs to consider how to help poor and rural car 

owners replace or clean up the filthy old bangers they are forced to drive. Our 

modernisation of transport must be a modernisation that reaches into the lives of the 

poorest.  

An integrated, practical part of a wider economic regeneration initiative  

The creation of ‘Healthy Streets’ which are pleasant and safe to walk and cycle in 

and accessible by bus will create local economic opportunities, shopping, leisure and 

business investment. A transport plan and an economic regeneration plan can, and 

should, be completely co-terminus. Businesses want to invest in areas that are good 

to live in – that offer a good quality of life and are well connected to markets, 

suppliers and their workforce. A well-designed road user charging scheme should 

improve the work life balance for the workforce and promote the localisation of 

economic activity, services and social life. 

The expansion and intensification of the public transport network across Wales on 

the scale needed to make it fit for the Climate Emergency will entail many more jobs 

in the provision of bus services. Hundreds or thousands of bus driver jobs and 

support jobs will be created, many in more rural areas and accessible to a wide 

range of people, in places where secure salaried jobs are thin on the ground. 

Political leaders own and manage the scheme to success 

Introducing a complex and potentially politically controversial scheme such as road 

user charging necessarily needs an approach which combines first class technical, 

legal, communications and planning support with intense political engagement and 

consistent high profile leadership.  

It is essential that there is clear and involved political leadership: “This is our project. 

We are leading it, we own its outcomes, we are going to get it right for Wales.”  

Wales’s leaders must ensure that this project is not ‘externalised’ or delegated away 

from political oversight. This will help keep the public confident that they care deeply 

about getting this scheme right for Wales. Leaders are not looking to be able to pass 

the ‘blame’ to anyone else - the public, consultancy companies and contractors or a 

Special Commission. 

Box 4.2 documents how London Mayors’ personal ownership and leadership steered 

the London Congestion Charge and the Ultra Low Emission Zone through to 

successful implementation. 
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Box 4.2: Successful political management of road user charging in London 

The 1st Mayor of London was the strongest public advocate for the Congestion 
Charge scheme and invested his time and personal political capital in its success:  

The introduction of the London Congestion Charge (CC) was carried out with a 
strongly led multidisciplinary officer team from Transport for London (TfL), with direct 
Mayoral and political adviser oversight. This was a successful model, but required a 
lot of time investment from the Mayor personally. It was arguably a less complex 
operation than designing and delivering the later Ultra Low Emission Zone (ULEZ) 
programme, but at the time it was novel and seen as high risk. The Government that 
had created the legislation to enable the scheme refused to back it publicly and 
media of all political flavours decried ‘experimenting’ with the nation’s capital.   

Co-ordination with local boroughs on issues such as local car parking schemes, 
traffic lights and traffic flows, and dealing with issues at the ‘boundary’ was required. 
Many boroughs were antagonistic to the scheme or muted in their support.   

Arguably, the success of the congestion charge was due to the Mayor and TfL 
instigating a major bus improvement and priority programme in 2000, ahead of the 
introduction of the CC scheme in February 2003. The visibility of the benefits was 
seen as so vital to its success that they were partially delivered before the charging 
regime was instigated. The Mayor saw CC as underpinning his entire Transport 
Strategy for London and as the defining project of his political term. His political 
insights, leadership, bravery and experience were fundamental to its success. 

 

The 3rd Mayor of London was the strongest public advocate for introduction of the 
ULEZ scheme in 2018 and also invested personal political capital in its success, 
ensuring he was on top of the detail and taking all the final important decisions:   

It was made clear to TfL and Greater London Authority (GLA) officers and political 
advisers that delivery of the ULEZ was the top political priority of the Mayor’s term.   

The model used to introduce the ULEZ was to create an overarching leadership 
team, with carefully picked officers and political members. The team met twice 
monthly to plan and ensure the delivery of the schemes. It could initiate research, 
modelling, and the development of communication and consultation packages, 
ensure the integration of legal and technical work, and oversee any formal processes 
needed within the GLA administration or TfL. It could mobilise and steer use of 
resources. It chased up progress on essential strands of the project and ensured co-
ordinated delivery. There were also strands of consultation and co-ordination with 
local boroughs.  

The ULEZ Steering group comprised: Deputy Mayors for Transport and 
Environment, Mayoral and TfL senior communications staff,  legal officers from the 
GLA and TfL, transport project managers and modelling staff, public health experts 
on air quality, strategic transport planning staff, town planners, officers from public 
services (to ensure co-ordinated programmes of bus modernisation, etc), and the  
Strategy Director from TfL.  It was chaired by a lead political adviser in the Mayor’s 
stead. 
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4.3 Wales-specific considerations 

A ‘whole nation’ approach for Wales 

Wales will be best served by a scheme designed from the outset to meet the needs 

of both rural and urban areas of the country. However, different parts of Wales will 

probably need different timings of scheme introduction, different charge rates and 

different details of scheme design. And benefits-and-charges packages will have 

most impact in gaining local support if they are designed to be partly or wholly local. 

It makes sense to ensure local and regional schemes are designed from the outset 

to be expandable and easy to combine with each other, as well as being compatible 

with any possible national benefits-and-charges schemes, such as a national 

scheme covering trunk roads and motorways. 

Technical interoperability, coherence of design, signage and payment and 

enforcement systems, all require an over-arching framework for road charging in 

Wales. People travelling across the country for work, business or services should be 

able to interact with a coherent technology and payment system and enforcement 

regime, even if actual charges vary within Wales. 

A coherent national framework will obviate public inconvenience, confusion and 

dissatisfaction. It will remove the possibility for administrative complications for 

companies and organisations who need to travel or deliver goods across the whole 

country.  It will avoid any possibility of a counter-productive ‘race to the bottom’ 

amongst local authorities over road user charging rates. A coordinated national 

approach will also be finanically efficient, capturing significant economies of scale on 

installation and running costs.  

However, road user charging schemes are likely to be faster, cheaper and easier to 

install for urban areas. The concentrated investment in automatic number plate 

recognition (ANPR), signage and a charging system make an initial focus on major 

urban areas easier. In addition the public transport and active travel improvements 

that make road user charging publicly acceptable are easier and more cost-effective 

in more densely populated areas. Other countries do achieve comprehensive rural 

public transport, but it will take time to achieve similar in Wales. 

Although it makes sense to design a system that can be rolled out first in urban 

areas, more rural areas will also need to shift modes towards more environmentally 

friendly transport. There will need to be a staged expansion of the scheme from 

urban centres across the whole country.   

For easy expansion, Wales needs to use a distance-based road user charging 

system rather than cordon-based schemes. London’s cordon-based congestion 

charge scheme is difficult to expand for a number of reasons. Its residents’ discounts 

mean that increasing the size of the zone causes a dilution of income as more 

residents fall within it. More fundamentally, once a driver has paid the day fee they 

can drive an unlimited distance within the zone at no extra cost. And the same fee is 

payable for ten minutes within the zone as for the whole day. Wales requires 

distance driven to be the key chargeable metric, to push down carbon emissions and 

shift people towards more sustainable modes of transport. 
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4.4 Mechanics of benefits-and-charges schemes 

Charging, enforcement, technology, privacy 

Drivers would download a GPS app which would register distances travelled by car 

and charge per km. For drivers unwilling or unable to use an app, there would be a 

standard charge for driving within the designated area commensurate with the 

maximum daily charge. So, a financial incentive would exist to use the app.   

Enforcement would depend on the installation of an automatic number plate 

recognition (ANPR) system within the designated charging area. Geofencing can 

also be used on the apps to ensure charging only takes place within designated 

areas. A Penalty Charge Notice (PCN) system would support the charge, with a long 

period of ‘warning letters’ being used to educate drivers on the operation of the 

scheme at its beginning, before ‘fines for non payment’ start to be applied.   

Charging should be 24 hours 7 days a week. Carbon emissions matter at any time 

and monitoring of area based charging has shown that over time ‘free’ slots  merely 

push traffic into free periods as people reschedule their activities to avoid payment.  

Web-based app sign-up and payment systems create a  ‘membership’ that provides 

new opportunities for the Welsh Government and local authorities to communicate 

with drivers about transport, climate change, health and other issues.  As not all road 

users would take up the charging app, other channels of payment would be needed, 

online or by phone for example. Local Newsagents may find involvement in the 

scheme as ‘agents’ useful for driving up footfall to their shops.  

An Independent Review into Road User Charging in Wales (Turner 2020) notes that 

technology and privacy are not serious obstacles to road user charging:  

'Technological limitations are no longer considered a significant issue for RUC... 'The 

advent, development and widespread acceptance of mobile ‘phone technology, and 

CCTV/OCRs has not removed concerns about privacy and data security but has led 

to these being accepted as reasonably manageable'. 

Exemptions, discounts, incentives 

VAT registered businesses could gain ‘season ticket’ or ‘fleet’ discounts for road user 

charges for delivery and business purposes. Vulnerable and poorer residents could 

be granted some exemptions (e.g. ‘guest free day passes’ by social services or 

health services for care / family visits). Public services and charities could register 

vehicles for exemptions for essential journeys.  Blue badge holders and vulnerable 

patients on trips to hospitals could be exempt. Motorcycles could be exempt if they 

‘register’, alongside incentives for take up of electric motorcycles being part of the 

overall scheme  (e.g. free secure parking for electric motorcycles). 

Zero emissions vehicles should, for a period of time, be offered a discount to 

promote their take up. However, this would need to be phased out as take up of 

electric vehicles increases towards the ban on sales of fossil fuel powered vehicles 

in 2030. The transport modernisation fund should invest in charging infrastructure, 

scrappage schemes and loans for electric bikes and electric motorbikes.  
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5. A step-by-step 5-year plan to road user charging in Wales 
2021  

March: Launch of the Wales Transport Strategy  
 
May: Welsh Elections 
 
Summer: Tranche 1 of road user charging gets underway  

• Appointment of Project Leader  

• Formation of multidisciplinary oversight group including: political leadership, legal 
advice, communications and stakeholder expertise, transport and economic 
professionals, public health staff, public realm planners, regeneration staff, 
environmental analysts and finance officer.  

• Draft scheme designed and plan developed with performance targets, and an 
outline delivery timetable.  

• Full initial communications plan developed. Areas for initial roll out selected in 
discussion with local authorities.  

• Ongoing dialogue with local authorities. 

2022 

Jan onwards:  

• Enabling legislation to regulate bus services. 

• Replanning of buses to start creating a ‘One Network, One Timetable, One 
Ticket’ integrated public transport network everywhere in Wales.  

• Banning of footway parking across Wales to give a signal of the intention to 
improve the environment for pedestrians, including vulnerable and older people. 

• Major push on strategic cycling plans for urban areas with local authorities.  

• Establishment of Transport Modernisation Fund and a planning team to develop 
investment proposals for eye-catching benefits-and-charges packages for the 
first road user charging areas (although some benefits may be best Wales-wide).  

• Compilation of a legally and publicly consistent list of exemptions, reductions and 
incentives (to switch to sustainable modes or zero emissions vehicles) – to 
include businesses (e.g. fleet discounts, ‘season tickets’), vulnerable and poorer 
residents (e.g. some free ‘guest’ passes for family/care visits), essential public 
services and registered charities, and minority but potentially vocal and important 
groups such as motorcyclists (e.g. could be exempt from charge but given 
incentives to shift to e-motorbikes).  

• Commencement of public attitudes research and focus group activity to test 
plans for benefits-and-charges packages. Testing of proposals for improved 
sustainable transport options for road user charging areas. 
 

Autumn: 

• Public launch of road user charging programme plans as benefits-and-charges 
packages.  

• Commencement of public consultation and stakeholder engagement - including 
the business sector. Listening exercises.  

• Commencement of Transport Modernisation Fund programme of key improved 
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sustainable transport options in advance of roll out of road user charging.  

• Commencement of procurement process for ANPR and IT /App systems, 
procurement of call centre, staff training. 

• Commencement of detailed public consultation on potential discount regime. 
Analysis and feedback into scheme planning.  

2023 

Jan onwards: 

• Confirmation of programme and roll out of ANPR and IT /App systems to support 
scheme. Announcement of timetable. 

• Public education campaign on how the system will operate, residents’ consumer 
rights, the benefits of the scheme. Marketing scheme and App.  

• Soft testing of scheme.  

• Establishment of key elements of major eye-catching benefits.   

• Announcements of key longer term rail transport investments in accord with plans 
resulting from Wales Transport Strategy.  

• (May be a delaying period of legal JR cases to complete before final roll out)  
 

Summer/ Autumn: 

• Go live date, initial scheme goes live on a carefully chosen date in initial 
locations.  

• First 6 monthly review and evaluation of operation and local benefits and impacts. 
Any necessary de-snagging, tweaks and improvements made.  

• Review of Transport Modernisation fund schemes in operation (new/free bus 
services, etc)  

• Scheme runs with continuous public information and national marketing support.  

• Continuous monitoring of and publicity of effectiveness of scheme, including 
traffic levels, air and carbon emissions and public satisfaction surveys. 

2024 

Tranche 2 planning:  

• Next set of urban locations earmarked for road user charging. 

• Engagement with local authorities and public bodies. 

• Public and stakeholder engagement on benefits-and-charges packages for 
Tranche 2 scheme areas.   

• Planning/procurement process. 

• Full public consultation and communication.  

• Commencement of Transport Modernisation Fund programme of some key 
alternative transport options in advance of roll out of road user charging. Selected 
items - such as free/boosted bus services, cycling and walking investment 
programme, ahead of road user charging roll out.  

2025 

Spring: 

• Tranche 2 goes live 

• Planning throughout 2025 for Tranche 3 - Rural Locations 
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6. Conclusions 
 

Road user charging is a political enabler as well as a political challenge.  

Road user charging could create funds at levels capable of transforming travel in 

Wales.  

Access to these levels of transport funding would allow Wales’s local and national 

leaders to undertake transformative town and city regeneration in association with 

active travel urban realm improvements and tram schemes.  

The potential revenue streams road user charging could generate are capable of 

supporting massive improvement in bus services that would create large numbers of 

high quality jobs driving and administering buses, right across Wales, including rural 

areas where good jobs are sparce. 

There is presently a window of opportunity for Wales Government action at a 

national level that could secure revenue for Wales to control, rather than waiting for 

Westminster action on road user charging and relying on any Barnett consequentials 

that may result. 

The political risks associated with leading a move to road user charging can be 

minimised by designing publicly attractive locally-tuned ‘benefits-and-charges’ 

packages and by adopting communications strategies that ensure charges are 

always discussed in the context of benefits.  

Benefits-and-charges packages must be tuned to hit car drivers’ “What’s in it for 

me?” questions, and benefits must happen first. Scheme design must benefit those 

who are less well-off, and must be fair to everyone, including people in rural areas. 

Prior introduction of benefits can be funded by borrowing against the security 

provided by a future guaranteed revenue stream from charging. 

A phased approach to road user charging is required, for which a 5-year step-by-

step approach is suggested. Urban areas will lead the way, but this should be within 

a national road user charge framework that ensures the initial schemes in built-up 

areas can easily be expanded to cover more rural parts of Wales, with lower per-km 

charge rates to reflect the lower number of alternative travel options in rural areas. 

The national framework should also enable benefits-and-charges schemes that are 

best operated nationally (e.g. for particular categories of vehicles such as HGVs or 

for the trunk road and motorway network) to work alongside local and regional 

schemes.    

With this approach, experience from other countries and places shows that the 

introduction of road user charging can be successfully managed politically and can 

bring major benefits for more sustainable transport and for the environment and 

society more widely. 


