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Introduction

The need to decarbonise how we live is well known, and the UK has managed to halve
greenhouse gas emissions since 1990, primarily due to the decarbonisation of the
electricity and industrial sectors. This leaves surface transport as the highest emitting
sector, responsible for 30% of UK emissions in 2024. If we are genuine about
decarbonisation, then we need to decarbonise all transport, including in the suburbs, which
is where most people live.

Decarbonising the suburbs brings more than environmental benefits; it helps create
neighbourhoods that are safer, cleaner and more attractive, with better connections to the
places people need every day. It also supports local shops and services, making
communities richer and more cohesive.

With the government pushing to build more houses, we find ourselves at an inflection point
in the UK - will there be a shift to the kind of ‘good ordinary’ sustainable housing common
in comparable European countries? Or will the need for speed and the reliance on
speculative house building by the monopoly UK house builders result in the ‘good ordinary’
continuing to be the exception and not the rule?

We know what good looks like, and now is the perfect opportunity for policy makers to drive
forward the decarbonisation of the UK’s existing and future suburbs, enabling people to
live well and access work, education, leisure and other services, while reducing single
occupancy car use.

This report reveals the findings of a year-long investigation into suburban transport policy
and practice in the UK and comparable mainland European countries. It identifies key
challenges to the adoption of more progressive transport policies and programmes;
lessons from ‘next-level’ cities at the forefront of change in Europe; and recommendations
for government on how to push forward the decarbonisation of our suburbs.

Key findings

Existing lower-density suburbs in the UK are packing in more and bigger cars, and
then paving over gardens to accommodate them. This ‘green to grey’ conversion
mitigates against climate resilience.

Many new suburbs are badly built and poorly designed and located. They are often
designed around the car, lacking public amenities and services (including public transport).
They are also often hostile to wheeling, cycling and walking.

Millions of households have no way of charging vehicles on or outside their property.
This is holding back the transition to electric cars, which the Climate Change Committee
say is the single biggest thing we can do to cut emissions from land transport.



Some of the most promising alternatives to single occupancy car use are the most
neglected by policy makers. This includes car pooling and car clubs, and new forms of
‘light mobility’ like E-Bikes.

There is hope and examples of good practice, with social and public housing now
seeing decarbonisation as more of a priority. The energy sector has decarbonised at an
extraordinary rate, and the transition to electric vehicles (which can be powered by
greener energy) is well underway. We know what good looks like for new housing in places
like Scandinavia and the Netherlands, and we are starting to replicate it here.

Key challenges

The challenge of form: The transport sector likes to have one approach for everywhere;
however, a one-size transport policy will not fit all suburbs, which vary widely in density
and form. For example, outer suburbs can have high car ownership and be difficult to serve
by public transport, whereas inner suburbs can be more dense, have less parking for cars
and be easier to serve by public transport.

The challenge of scale: There are two challenges related to scale: the daunting size of the
task, given that many suburbs are dilapidated and alternatives to single occupancy car use
are limited and fragmented, and the fact that pilot initiatives with the most potential in
lower density suburbia (e.g. mobility hubs) must be of sufficient size to give a meaningful
indication of what would happen if scaled up.

The challenge of implementation: With a lower population density than urban centres,
and therefore less public transport provision, suburbs need a wider mix of travel options,
such as new forms of light mobility and access to shared cars. However, alternatives to car
dependency are patchy and poorly co-ordinated. In addition, national and sub-national
governments do not see some suburban travel options with the most potential (such as e-
bikes) as a policy or funding priority.

Lessons from ‘next-level’ cities

Across the next-level cities explored in this report, some key lessons emerged:

Pursue the good urban life: What next-level cities do is driven by what this paper terms
the ‘civic imperative'. It's the pursuit of collective well-being, seeking to respond to the
question - ‘what is the good urban life?

Combine idealism with objective analysis: Next-level cities don't follow the herd. They
look objectively at what they inherit and where they want to go next, taking the time to
explore what others have done. When they try something new they pilot it at a meaningful
scale - so they can fully scale up later if it works.



Work across professional divides: Individual initiatives are seen as contributing to this
broad goal, and it's the place makers who are in charge rather than the engineers.

Learn by doing: Forward-thinking cities are in a virtuous circle of trying, doing, learning
and failing better.

Advice to government

It is right that suburban transport policy is determined locally rather than remotely from
Whitehall. However, the government can help by removing obstacles, reorienting funding
and working more cohesively across departments.

In particular, the UK government should:

1. Review Department for Transport policies for impacts on the suburbs.

2. Shift the policy focus on car electrification to tackling residential charging
challenges.

3. Establish a dedicated ‘future suburbs’ funding stream for piloting innovative
approaches at a meaningful scale

4. Work with ‘anchor’ institutions (e.g. hospitals, universities), and across Whitehall, to
promote a more integrated approach to the decarbonisation of energy, the built
environment and transport.

5. Co-ordinate action on planning processes, engineering standards and co-
procurement to cut the cost and speed up implementation of new light rail
schemes.

6. Shift the balance of national funding for roads from building new highways to
greening and reducing flood risk from existing roads.

7. Support the re-greening of the UK's front gardens, for example through supporting
a Dutch style competition for which area can remove the most paving tiles from
their gardens.

Click here to read the full report.

Click here to see the visual summary.
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