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We need to curb carspreading 
Reversing the trend towards heavier, longer, wider and higher cars – which are more 
dangerous and more environmentally damaging but more profitable for car-makers – would 
make our streets healthier, safer and more people-friendly. Charging these vehicles more 
could leverage funds to improve alternatives to car travel now. 

To decarbonise transport we need to switch to low carbon vehicles and cut car mileage by at least 
20%.1 Bigger, heavier cars largely nullify the carbon benefits being achieved from the take-up of 
electric vehicles2, require more space and are more dangerous to other road users – making 
walking, cycling and public transport less attractive alternatives. To rebalance our road space, we 
need policies that discourage the purchase and use of larger vehicles, often called SUVs (sports 
utility vehicles), and that ensure that the owners of oversized cars pay fairly for their greater 
negative impacts.    

Manufacturers make and promote bigger cars because they are more profitable 

In 2022 the profits of Europe’s five biggest car manufacturers (€64b) were more than double their 
2019 profits (€28b), despite selling 25% fewer cars3 – because they have pivoted towards selling 
SUVs, which have higher profit margins than normal cars.4 Between 2022 and 2023 alone, annual 
UK SUV sales increased by 23% (to 1.12m), making up 60% of new car registrations.5  

Carmakers invest millions in advertising in order to maximise sales of more profitable models, 
often spending in excess of £1,600 (€2,000) per vehicle sold6, with higher exposure to SUV ads 
linked to increased ownership.7  

Cars are getting bigger and heavier 

SUVs are larger vehicles that sit higher off the ground. Manufacturers are now also selling hybrid 
models (e.g. crossover, compact, mini and coupe SUVs), effectively supersizing other, more 
traditional models of car. This ‘SUVisation’ means that new cars across Europe are getting 
heavier8, wider9,10 and taller11; with the average new car getting 1cm wider and 1cm taller every 
2 years. In 2023, 161 UK car models were too long for a standard parking space, and the width of 
27 models made opening their doors difficult.12 Their increasing weight has implications for the 
safety and design of multi-storey car parks.13 

Bigger cars are more dangerous to other road users 

Studies consistently show that in collisions, being hit by a larger car increases the risk of death or 
serious injury to pedestrians, cyclists and drivers of smaller cars.14,15 A 10cm increase in vehicle 
front bonnet height can increase pedestrian fatality risk by 22%-30%, with women, children and 
older people most at risk.16,17  

SUVs may also be causing more collisions, as at night time their height may be contributing to the 
nuisance of ‘headlight dazzle’ – which is a factor in nearly 300 UK collisions each year.18,19 

Bigger cars take up more road space  

Wider cars reduce space for other road users. This includes less space on pavements for seating 
and trees; for cycle tracks and bus lanes; and for kerbside activities such as EV charging, parklets 
or sustainable urban drainage.  



 

 

Bigger cars are worse for carbon emissions and air pollution  

Bigger, heavier cars use more resources to manufacture, emit more carbon and air pollution, and 
shed more tyre particulates.20 In the 2010s SUVs were the second-largest contributor to increases 
in global CO2 emissions;21 and in 2022 their worldwide emissions reached almost 1 billion 
tonnes.22 Even electric SUVs will require larger batteries and have lower efficiencies than smaller 
models. 

We need policies to counter carspreading and its negative impacts 

We need to reduce the visibility and appeal of SUVs by applying costs and restrictions to their sale 
and use. The mix of policy levers that cities and national government should consider includes: 

Regulating the maximum weight, height and length of passenger vehicles, by reviewing the 
existing legislation inherited from the EU, and introducing specific UK size limits.23 For example, a 
maximum 100cm front bonnet height would improve child visibility. 

Taxing the sale of SUVs with a windfall tax on manufacturers’ profits from sales of larger cars, 
and/or a higher rate of VAT on their purchase. For example, in France, €10-€30 is added to the 
retail price of engine-driven cars for each kilogram they weigh over 1,600kg.24 For large SUVs such 
as the BMW X5 and Land Rover Defender, an additional €22,000-€26,000 is leveraged in weight 
tax alone. 

Charging higher rates of Vehicle Excise Duty for larger and heavier cars. For example, factoring in 
weight and size as well as emissions and engine type to calculate registration and annual rates, or 
adopting a ‘large car’ surcharge (akin to the surcharge for cars worth over £40,000k), payable 
from the first year of registration (in order to act as a deterrent at the point of purchase).25 

Setting residential and visitor parking tariffs based on cars’ weight or size. Many cities across 
Europe have now implemented or are considering such policies, including the higher visitor ‘SUV 
tariff’ introduced in 2024 in Paris for heavier cars.26 See our SUV Toolkit for Cities27 for help 
determining the most suitable car size metric(s) for your city’s parking charge scheme. 

Factoring in car weight or size to road user charging schemes, such as the formulae for Clean Air 
and Low Emission Zones. In urban areas, where car owners are often a minority, this would reduce 
the negative impacts of larger cars, and help prioritise public space for people rather than cars.  

Banning SUV advertising28 and running a public health campaign about the health, safety and 
environmental risks of large cars – encouraging the use of sustainable modes and smaller cars 
instead. Cities are introducing advertising policies which prohibit the advertising of SUVs in 
council-owned spaces.29 In France, car adverts must include the tagline #MovePolluteLess and a 
disclaimer urging people to car share, walk, cycle or take public transport wherever possible.30 

Government and cities must act now 

Revenue from the fiscal reforms above could be re-invested in sustainable transport projects that 
enable more people to switch to walking, cycling and public transport. For example, an additional 
£5,000 first year Vehicle Excise Duty for SUVs that are not fully electric could yield £4.6b annually 
(and even more if electric SUVs weighing more than 2 tonnes were included) – more than enough 
to fund a bus to every rural village in England, every hour from 6am to midnight, 7 days a week.31 

Local and national policymakers need to act now to deter people from buying and using oversized 
cars. Other European countries are already taking action. If the UK doesn’t follow suit, the current 
carspreading trend will increasingly undermine our progress towards decarbonising transport and 
creating healthier, safer streets for all. 

https://www.transportforqualityoflife.com/reports/suv-toolkit-for-cities-options-for-defining-and-addressing-oversized-vehicles/
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