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31 January 2018
Dear Secretary of State,
Re: State of Transport 2018
I’m writing to express my deepest concern about the shape of current UK transport policy
and the plans for the transport infrastructure in development. It is evident that in several
facets of our current system your decisions are constantly taking us further away from our
goals for a 21st century transport infrastructure that is fit for purpose, cleaner and more
accessible to all.
Many of the major decisions you have made affect my South East constituents directly and
I have a duty to raise their concerns and my own with you. As Secretary of State, you have
a moral obligation to the population of the entire UK to improve the current situation, not
to consistently take actions which jeopardise lives and the security and wellbeing of current
and future generations.
We are legally committed as a nation to reduce our greenhouse gases by 80% on 1990 levels
by 2050, we are bound to meet European standards for air pollution which are informed by
the World Health Organisation, and we have agreed alongside the international community
that we will keep within 2 degrees of warming on pre-industrialisation levels. But with each
year, each reporting cycle, each round of austerity, and each new investment in maintaining
a fossil fuelled transport system, we get further away from meeting our commitments.
As a Member of the European Parliament’s Environment and Public Health and Transport
Committees, I have been working to make our systems safer and more sustainable and I will
take this opportunity to outline how the state of UK transport early in 2018 is fundamentally
flawed. The Government has all the necessary tools at its disposal to transform our system
into a more environmentally, economically and socially sustainable one. Not to do so is a
choice rather than a necessity.
Airport expansion and aviation
As I have maintained throughout my time in office, we do not need to build new runways.
Heathrow is already one of the UK’s largest sources of CO2 emissions1, expansion will bust
our carbon budgets and make a mockery of our legally binding commitments under the
Paris Agreement. A new runway will also breach legal air pollution limits and further
worsen a local and national air quality crisis while exposing local residents, especially the
most vulnerable, to many unnecessary health impacts.
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All other airports in the UK are under capacity. 70% of flights are taken by just 15% of
passengers. These frequent flyers are heavily subsidised by the Government’s air travel
taxation regime. The introduction of a frequent flyer levy would address this imbalance
and help reduce the unsustainable impact of aviation. The scheme would allow one tax
free flight per year and a progressive rate of tax would be charged on subsequent flights.
The Government cannot support the unabated growth of the aviation sector or encourage
the development of Heathrow as a ‘hub’ for passing through, purely for economic gain. It
is just simply too deleterious and short-sighted to ever make sense. Such development
would certainly prevent the UK from keeping to the upper 2C limit for global average
temperature rises agreed in the Paris accord. Unless we take bold and decisive action to
halt the current growth in aviation, the more ambitious 1.5C limit is already beyond our
reach.
Roadbuilding
The transport investment strategy you released in July last year was aiming to move Britain
forward, yet what was announced was an already outdated ‘build more roads’ strategy. It
makes no sense to pump billions into expensive infrastructure projects that are doomed to
fail, even on their own terms, instead of investing in less costly and more effective
sustainable mobility initiatives.
Time and again it’s been demonstrated that if you sow roads, you reap traffic. And a
functioning transport system isn’t just about promoting economic growth; safeguarding the
environment and health cannot be secondary considerations shoehorned in as an
afterthought, whereby the impacts of all this investment can be costed out. Social equity
and environmental protection need to be policy priorities. They simply aren’t under the
current Government.
The Government’s 25 year Environment Plan only briefly mentions transport despite the
sector being the second largest contributor to greenhouse gases and the main contributor
to air pollution. But the plan’s Future of Mobility Grand Challenge mentions only the need
to move vehicles away from fossil fuels. A low carbon transport system is about so much
more and this needs to be acknowledged. It is not just vehicles that we need to transform
- it is the system itself.
Air pollution
As I have publicly said before, this Government’s disregard for the UK’s legal and moral
responsibility to tackle air pollution is scandalous. Through this irresponsible apathy, almost
800 lives are lost across the UK every week due to bad air quality. We have a public health
crisis on our hands, yet once again the tools to address it are readily available.
But instead of holding industry to account when they continued to dodge and cheat vehicle
standards, the Government has remained silent on the issue, has consistently incentivised
diesel vehicle purchases and has failed to acknowledge the most effective policy tools banning fossil-fuelled vehicles from urban areas and diesel scrappage schemes. Instead of
taking responsibility for this grave issue, it has hidden. After facing 2 legal challenges, the
Government reluctantly produced an inadequate plan which places a significant amount of
responsibility for tackling the issue into the hands of cash-strapped local authorities. Now
it is in court again and faces action from the European court over failings to keep the public
safe. A Government serious about tackling this issue would stall no longer. Leaving the
European Union takes away this pressure to act and it is most worrying that without our
European colleagues holding the Government to account following Brexit more people may
die at the hands of such indifference.
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Electric vehicles
The Department for Transport’s efforts to promote electric vehicles are a start towards
decarbonising our society and can contribute to cleaner air. But the current approach is
insufficient and we cannot rely on technology (or car companies) alone.
Whilst the Government has (and continues) to incentivise the research, development and
deployment of electric vehicles, the two strands focused on are incompatible. Offering
nationwide grants for the purchase of vehicles (which are ultimately given to the auto
sector), but developing charging infrastructure in pockets through pilot schemes leaves us
with vehicles that can’t charge and charging infrastructure that isn’t being used.
Moreover, air pollutants do not come solely from fuel emissions, but also from braking. EVs
- even zero emission ones - still have to brake, so the issue of air pollution cannot be solved
simply by removing diesel vehicles. The issue, like so many of these things, is complex and
interconnected, and needs to be addressed as such.
And whilst EVs are still powered by fossil fuelled power generation and not renewable
energy, they cannot be considered truly sustainable. Linking the energy infrastructure with
the vehicle infrastructure is something that needs to be given more thought and attention
before more costly schemes are introduced that are ill-conceived.
Rail
Our privatised rail network is failing. Handing Virgin Rail and Stagecoach a £2bn bailout
after their failures on the East Coast Mainline route is just one recent and high profile
example of how this Government is not serving the public interest by keeping the network
private. The overwhelming majority of the British public want the railways to be publicly
owned, they want ticket prices to reflect the quality of service they are being provided.
They do not want to rely on diesel trains when new tracks are being laid - they want
electrified trains.
And they do not want a costly vanity project, like HS2 with it’s poor business case, impact
on biodiversity, CO2 emissions, noise, lack of accessibility, and the unproven economic and
social
benefits
it
relies
on
to
prove
its
worth.
Instead of investing billions in a new railway line that will serve only four stations from
London to Birmingham with little benefit for local people along the route, a fraction of the
money should be spent more immediately on upgrading and improving the existing rail
infrastructure.
I have seen many positive examples from Europe, where smart investment in the railways
has reduced congestion and demand on the road network (for example in the Öresund
region, linking Copenhagen and Malmö, where passenger rail has a 50% share). Taking such
steps in investment in the UK would give the UK public the standard of provision that they
deserve and also reduce the need for more road building.
Freight
We should also be using our railways more efficiently and providing capacity to move more,
not less, freight by rail. The EU targets to shift 30% of long-distance road freight to other
modes (rail and waterways) by 2030 and 50% by 2050 are an opportunity to take more traffic
from the roads and there are many successful examples from across Europe where investing
in rail freight infrastructure has delivered significant gains, not just economically, but also
environmentally. But to do so requires a long-term commitment to improving service
quality, lowering costs (to create a level playing field between modes) and increasing
transport capacity. This is certainly a bold policy undertaking, but it is the right one.
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Similarly, to help tackle the public health crises and alleviate congestion in our towns and
cities, we need to be supporting more non-motorised forms of distribution. We need to keep
freight out of town, with consolidation centres, and we need clean ways to transport goods
on the first/last part of their journey. There are examples from across my constituency to
show that innovative companies are already providing the market with the solutions it needs
- Recharge Cargo in Brighton and Pedal and Post in Oxford are just two examples. All that
is missing is the supporting infrastructure to operate such initiatives at scale.
Cuts to local services
Before Christmas, Kent County Council (KCC), in a bid to save £4 million following
substantial cuts to their budget, announced that 78 subsidised bus routes were facing
reductions in the new year. I was amongst 17,000 people who backed the Save Our Buses
campaign to oppose the plans. The public have made it clear that they value and depend
on public transport, which often provides a vital lifeline for those who don’t have access to
a car, people living with disabilities, school children and older people, and I am relieved
that KCC recently announced that these buses are "safe for now", even though it is clear
they need to be protected in the long run.
The pressures that local authorities are facing as a result of Government cuts left, right and
centre, have disastrous impacts on my constituents. Axed bus services, including night
buses, are making it increasingly difficult for people to get to work and access essential
services such as doctor's surgeries and hospitals, opticians, supermarkets and schools. Many
of those affected are women, people from an ethnic or disadvantaged background and older
and young people.
There are also issues regarding cuts to basic public services that are run commercially. For
example in Sussex, these include services to Steyning, Bramber and Upper Beeding and night
buses to Patcham, Hollingbury and Whitehawk, to name but a few. My constituents in these
areas are rightly upset and worried that they will be left isolated. Living in a less densely
populated area cannot equal being cut off from jobs and schools. In addition, congestion,
exacerbated by Government funding for new roads, and the tightening of remuneration for
concessionary bus passes are increasingly being cited as reasons for withdrawing commercial
services, and this creates more demand for supported services - and potentially more
demand for public funding.
It is irresponsible and shortsighted for the Government, which claims to be committed to
improving connections between towns and cities, to turn a blind eye to this issue, and I urge
you to encourage and approve County Council's getting franchise powers for bus services to
address the current decline and allow them to get better services. A targeted intervention
to speed up buses around congestion and an investment strategy that is more transparent
and coherently organised is also needed.
Conclusion
I have talked about the issues with each mode, because this is the system that is currently
being perpetuated; but the reality is we need Government support for and ownership
structures of a holistic network. Ultimately, we need to be moving away from private cars,
towards more, not less public transport. We need a Government that acknowledges this and
is supportive of local authorities in their efforts to promote walking and cycling, providing
the relatively modest investment that improving this infrastructure would require. We have
to think much more about end-to-end journeys and about sustainable mobility and we need
to deliver a system that is fit for purpose – low carbon, less polluting and truly
interconnected. We need innovation, an ethical sharing economy. New business models will
emerge and we need a Government in place to steward these developments responsibly.
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We can’t simply build our way out of the failings of the transport infrastructure, or bail out
the failing companies to save face, or pander to the powerful ones because that's the way
it's always been. We need bold, brave, visionary decisions which will take us forwards to a
cleaner, fairer future.
Yours sincerely,

Keith Taylor - Green Party MEP, South East England.
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