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Foreword 
Most transport reports are about cities; very few are about suburbs. Yet most of us live in 
suburbs. If we are genuine about decarbonisation then we need to decarbonise all transport 
– including in suburbs (even though the task is arguably even more daunting than it is in 
urban centres).  

The primary intention of this paper is to provide frames for thinking about transport in the 
suburbs and to highlight good and interesting approaches on the ground. As such, I hope it 
is useful to transport practitioners and to policy makers. 

It does not aim to be an encyclopaedia or a cut and paste guide to what should be copied 
from elsewhere. Instead, it’s a prompt for thinking – and an invitation for further exploration 
of approaches that others have taken and which may be relevant to the particular context a 
transport policy practitioner finds themselves in. 

At the same time the paper does make some recommendations to government for policy 
changes that would be particularly (although not exclusively) helpful to transport practitioners 
in both widening and implementing the policy options available to them in suburbs. 

In order to keep the project manageable and focussed, the paper has: 

● Used a broad and loose definition of what constitutes a ‘suburb’. 
● Focussed on England (although hopefully much of the content is also relevant to the 

other three nations of the United Kingdom). This is because the governance and 
cultural differences between the four nations manifest themselves in different ways, 
including their approach to housing form (for example the Scottish tenement). To try 
and tackle this properly would have further extended the research beyond the time I 
had available. 

● Had to regrettably sacrifice content on some policy areas altogether (including freight 
and taxis). 

● Skipped many of the arguments in principle for low-carbon emission modes of 
transport (such as cycling) given they are both well understood and covered in depth 
in many other papers and reports. 

However, the paper does:  

● Look at both new and existing suburbs (given the vast majority of suburbs are 
already built) whereas most reports on suburban transport focus on new suburbs. 

● Maintain that decarbonising transport in isolation from other linked carbon generating 
sectors (energy and the built environment) would be a mistake and therefore looks at 
the potential synergies between energy, transport and the built environment. 

In writing the paper, the focus has also expanded to take in other linked issues, including the 
biodiversity crisis and climate resilience. 

Readers are also warned that one of the assumptions of the paper is that the car will both 
continue to exist and to dominate trip rates in many suburban areas, given its commanding 
share of journeys over a mile in low-density suburbia in particular.  

Professor David Metz argues that the fundamental advantages of the car (convenience, 
flexibility, sense of control, status) mean that even in cities which are thought to have been 
effective in reducing its dominance, all is not what it seems. So, the city of Copenhagen, has 
ten times more use of bikes than in London, yet car traffic is only slightly less. Meanwhile, 
public transport use is half that of London. Amsterdam is similar to Copenhagen with a high 
share of cycling and a modest share of public transport use, whereas cities such as Vienna 
and Zurich, with historic trams systems, have high shares of public transport use and modest 
shares of cycling. He concludes: ‘What is not easily found are cities with high mode shares 
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of both cycling and public transport.’1 The Netherlands also speaks to this point. The 
Netherlands as a whole is rightly viewed as somewhere where provision for cyclists and 
public transport is both excellent and well used. However, this sits alongside the fact that 
there are now more cars in the Netherlands than ever before. 

This doesn’t mean that modal shift and higher car occupancy rates aren’t possible – it just 
means that the paper takes a hard-headed approach to the overall stats. This provides a 
basis for thinking through more thoroughly what we are trying to achieve on transport – and 
in what kind of suburbs. And having been clearer about what we are trying to do, we can 
devise ambitious, progressive and durable ways to achieve those goals. 

  

 

1 https://tapas.network/39/metz.php  

https://tapas.network/39/metz.php
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HOW TO GET THE MOST OUT OF THIS PAPER 

The paper is structured as follows: 

● The suburbs today and how we got here (section one). 
● Ways of thinking and doing on suburban transport (section two). 
● Behavioural science and transport in the suburbs (section three). 
● Making the connections between transport, energy, the built environment and climate 

resilience (section four). 
● Conclusions and recommendations (section five). 

If you want to focus purely on transport you could start at section two. 

The paper also links to a series of slideshows/glideshows so that readers can deep dive into 
words and pictures from locations visited. These are listed below as well as being marked in 

the text with a  symbol: 

• Hope springs eternal in Ebbsfleet New Town 

• Paris in Orbit 

• Car clubs in Bremen 

• Demand responsive buses in Orléans 

• Portrait of the Next Level city of Utrecht 

• Putting integration to the test in Geneva 

• Carpooling as bus route in Grenoble 

• A metro runs through it in Copenhagen 

• Streets ahead in Kortrijk 

• Royal Seaport Stockholm 

• Berlin goes all in on mobility hubs  

And also, of course, you can skip straight to the conclusions and recommendations. 

In addition, this paper is, potentially, the first transport report in history to come with its own 
playlist.  

You can listen to ‘This is the sound of the suburbs’ on apple music here: 
https://music.apple.com/gb/playlist/the-sound-of-the-suburbs/pl.u-yZyVlDAs9djVKJ 

  

https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Hope-springs-eternal-in-Ebbsfleet.pdf
https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Paris-in-Orbit-v2.pdf
https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Car20share20at20scale20in20Bremen202-compressed.pdf
https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Orleans-rethinks-small-city-PT.pdf
https://new.express.adobe.com/webpage/RBzcm7usISgZy
https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Geneva-randomised.pdf
https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Carpool-lanes-in-Grenoble.pdf
https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/A-Metro-runs-through-it.pdf
https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Streets-ahead-in-Kortrijk-ppt.pdf
https://new.express.adobe.com/webpage/Ixlg5UhXmPik9
https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/urn:aaid:sc:EU:6daf1509-6f7e-4b2c-8efd-24cf0e81f020
https://music.apple.com/gb/playlist/the-sound-of-the-suburbs/pl.u-yZyVlDAs9djVKJ
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This is not my beautiful 
house – A short history of 
the suburb 
I will not cease from Mental Fight, 

Nor shall my sword sleep in my hand: 

Till we have built Jerusalem, 

In England’s green & pleasant Land. 

 – Jerusalem [‘And did those feet in ancient time’], by William Blake 

IN THE BEGINNING 

In the beginning was Manchester. The birthplace of industrial capitalism – the ‘shock city’ of 
the age which in turn spawned the slum (Manchester was the most densely populated place 
in the world, with an average life span of 17 in 1842). It was also where the template for the 
suburb was established. Before there had been ribbon development mansions for wealthy 
merchants but now Manchester suburbanised faster in ten years than London did in a 
century. As the city core industrialised, workers were concentrated in an inner ring with 
speculative housing developments on former agricultural land for the middle classes at the 
periphery in ‘so many edens’.2 The first being Whalley Range. As Disraeli reportedly said, 
‘What Manchester does today, the rest of the world does tomorrow’. A process accelerated 
by the expansion of trams and railways as well as the growth in a lower middle class which 
was benefitting from real wage increases (the number of clerks increased from 2.5% of 
workers to 7% in 1911)3. As suburbs expanded so did the great waves of suburban 
displacement which continue to this day. Then as now they were powered by turbulent 
currents of class, immigration, fashion and a desire for exclusivity. But these waves are 
facilitated by transport and the development of new areas for housing.  

A persistent English antipathy to city living can also be detected in this era. In 1846 Charles 
Pearson (the promoter of London’s Metropolitan railway – the first Underground railway in 
the world) told a Royal Commission that: 

The passion for a country residence is increasing to an extent that it would be 
impossible to persons who do not mix much with the poor to know. You cannot 
find a place where they do not get a broken teapot in which to stuff, as soon as 
spring comes, some flower or something to give them an idea of green fields and 
the country.4  

So in London the Underground is predicated on getting people out of the city to suburban 
houses. Indeed, the financing of new housing developments and network extensions could 
be symbiotically linked – most famously in the extension of the Metropolitan Line into the 
green fields of Buckinghamshire. Meanwhile Paris (with its boulevards of apartments and 

 

2 https://repeaterbooks.com/product/the-rentier-city-manchester-and-the-making-of-the-neoliberal-metropolis/  
3 https://richardjohnbr.wordpress.com/2010/11/12/suburbanisation/  
4 Metropolitain – an ode to the Paris Metro (2023), Andrew Martin 

https://repeaterbooks.com/product/the-rentier-city-manchester-and-the-making-of-the-neoliberal-metropolis/
https://richardjohnbr.wordpress.com/2010/11/12/suburbanisation/
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metropolitan culture) did the opposite. It built a dense network of metro lines to support city 
living, which served the city of Paris – but largely ignored the ‘Banlieue’.  

HOMES FOR HEROES 

After World War One the dire state of much working class housing, and its exploitation by 
private landlords could no longer be defended. The Glasgow rent strike of 1915 was a taster 
of the potential for larger scale rebellion if action was not taken. So, in the second half of the 
1910s and 1920s rent controls were introduced on private sector landlords as well as quality 
standards and national financial support for local authority house building. By the 1930s 
further legislation mandated slum clearance plans.5 This helped ensure that around 1.1 
million council houses were built between the wars whilst 300,000 houses were demolished 
as part of slum clearance programmes.6 Again Manchester serves as a good example of 
how this played out on the ground with the city council setting new build targets for public 
housing which involved creating large new estates on the periphery of the city – most 
notably at Wythenshawe. The focus within this new build was predominantly (but not 
exclusively) on building low-density ‘cottages’. New peripheral council estates across the 
country were often served by extensions of municipally owned tram and bus networks. 
Leeds was a good example of a city with new and existing suburbs well served by trams, 
including some on central reservations to separate them from motor traffic. 

The 1930s also saw a further surge in suburban housebuilding for the middle classes by the 
private sector. The arrival of the automobile at scale, alongside limited planning controls, led 
to ribbon development along major road corridors. This was the era that perhaps provides 
the most enduring image of the English suburb – the suburban, bow windowed semi.  

THE POST-WAR ERA 

After World War Two nearly one in three houses had been damaged; 700,000 homes had 
been destroyed, made uninhabitable or severely damaged; and none had seen much 
maintenance in six years. Housing was the domestic political issue and a numbers game 
began over who could build the most houses in the shortest time. The Post-War Labour 
government (with Aneurin Bevan as Housing Minister) focussed on building mostly high spec 
public housing – this at a time when building materials were rationed. Bevan told Parliament: 

We should try to introduce in our modern villages and towns what was always 
the lovely feature of English and Welsh villages, where the doctor, the grocer, 
the butcher and the farm labourer all lived in the same street. I believe that this is 
essential for the full life of a citizen…to see the living tapestry of a mixed 
community.7  

The following Conservative government kept up the momentum with a quarter of a million 
council houses completed in 1953 alongside a revival in private sector construction. 

It wasn’t only the housing stock that was run down after the war – so were public transport 
networks. But as housing was the priority, and with car ownership increasing rapidly in the 
1950s, public transport lost out. The private car looked as if it could solve transport’s 
problems (in a form of privatisation) by avoiding the big bills for renewing worn-out transit 
system – whilst contributing to a building boom through new road construction. With the 
exception of Blackpool, trams were extinct in the UK as early as 1962. In the 1960s it was 
the turn of the railways with Dr Beeching culling line after line.  

 

5 https://repeaterbooks.com/product/the-rentier-city-manchester-and-the-making-of-the-neoliberal-metropolis/  
6 https://tcpa.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Background-Paper-2-The-rise-and-fall-of-town-planning.pdf 
7 https://www.faber.co.uk/product/9780571280827-aneurin-bevan-a-
biography/?srsltid=AfmBOooj8QM026htAgl5V-u_YwnWqARhG6B2OOqAKA6bwNJHlKOciLw3  

https://repeaterbooks.com/product/the-rentier-city-manchester-and-the-making-of-the-neoliberal-metropolis/
https://tcpa.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Background-Paper-2-The-rise-and-fall-of-town-planning.pdf
https://www.faber.co.uk/product/9780571280827-aneurin-bevan-a-biography/?srsltid=AfmBOooj8QM026htAgl5V-u_YwnWqARhG6B2OOqAKA6bwNJHlKOciLw3
https://www.faber.co.uk/product/9780571280827-aneurin-bevan-a-biography/?srsltid=AfmBOooj8QM026htAgl5V-u_YwnWqARhG6B2OOqAKA6bwNJHlKOciLw3
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The 1960s and 1970s also saw a step back from obsessing over fantasy rural idylls of 
cottages and villages to a partial embrace of urban modernism. New towns were created 
and existing towns and cities remodelled around new and high-rise residential and 
commercial developments. London’s Barbican, Goldfinger’s Trellick Tower in West London 
and the rebuilding of Newcastle under T Dan Smith, are among the symbols of this era. New 
highways extended commuting ranges to the leafier suburbs (which were largely untouched 
by the modernist wave). Along with new ring roads they smashed their way through inner 
suburbs – severing and degrading them. Core and inner-city populations declined as the 
flight to the suburbs accelerated. What are now chic and wealthy parts of London – like 
Islington – were poor and run down. 

Meanwhile new towns (and in the case of Milton Keyes a new city) were built. The latter the 
first to be built on the premise of mass car ownership. The echoes of Scandinavian social 
democracy that can be felt in the earlier new towns were now replaced by more of a hint of 
American consumerism. 

The UK’s temporary embrace of modernism helped get more dwellings built and finished off 
more worn-out Victorian slums. But it came to be seen by many as too much, too soon – 
especially as it was often let down by rushed and shoddy execution. 

The stage was set for the next big change in direction. 

ON THE EDGE 

The Conservative government of 1979 was set on reducing the power of organised labour in 
favour of organised wealth, and discrediting the very idea of collectivism (the post-war social 
democratic compromise) in favour of individualism. The pursuit of a home owning 
democracy saw the collapse of local authority house building as well as the selling off of 
existing stock. Public housing lost the diversity that Bevan sought, and became a speculative 
opportunity or a scarce commodity for those most in need. The modernist estates and high 
rises were demonised as malign and alien. The car fitted the goal of individualisation far 
better than public transport (the buses were privatised and deregulated early on in the 
Thatcher era). Public transport was kept on life support whilst new roads and the interests of 
the car industry were prioritised. Having defeated the miners, the Thatcher government then 
went on to take on the urban left – dismantling the metropolitan authorities and the GLC and 
further weakening the planning framework. Car-dependent development was let rip – 
symbolised by massive new out-of-town shopping malls. More and more of the country was 
built around the car – as were peoples’ lives. At the same time the rapid rundown of the 
manufacturing sector and the continuing decline of the cities contributed to urban decline 
and waves of civil disorder.  

RE-JOINING EUROPE 

The 1990s saw another wave of change. Britain’s lurch in the direction of boring, car-
dependent sprawl and hollowed-out cities was increasingly seen as being at odds with the 
thriving and dynamic urban life that our neighbours in mainland Europe were enjoying. In 
many European cities the trams still rolled down the boulevards of well-kept apartment 
blocks. There were pavement cafes and boutique stores. There didn’t seem any good 
reason why we couldn’t have more of that too rather than being buried alive in suburbia – 
especially as more young people experienced city living with the expansion of university 
education. There was also a danger that the golden goose of the UK economy, London, 
would lose its global edge if it didn’t bring its public transport system up to the standard of 
many of its world city counterparts. With the power of organised labour now decimated there 
was little risk that reinvigorating public transport would also reinvigorate the power of labour.  
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This turnaround happened first in London, and then more widely – symbolised by the return 
of the tram to more cities. Once again Manchester was the city of firsts. First to return the 
tram to city streets and then, later, the first to turn that single line into a European-style 
network of lines. Urban road building became a thing of the past. The cranes returned to city 
centre skylines as apartment blocks began to populate skies which once had been brown 
with factory smoke. Before long, these apartment blocks (with few lights on at night) became 
the symbol of a wider financialisaton of housing – with speculators purchasing apartments 
before they were built with no intention of living in them. More widely Britain’s financial well-
being became ever more tightly wedded to property with ever higher prices necessary to 
fund social care for themselves in later life and a university education for their offspring. The 
same offspring who ironically found they couldn’t afford to buy a house when they 
graduated. Just as Manchester was where the modern speculative suburb was invented it’s 
also now (outside London) where speculative residential development is again at its most 
intense. Or as Issac Rose puts it, in The Rentier City:  

Whereas once the ambition (if in reality it fell short) was to clear in order to build 
higher quality public housing for the working class, today we see clearances as 
part of a broader strategy of private accumulation by dispossession. At the heart 
of this shift is the return of the rentier.8 

As part of the Europeanisation of UK cities a process of dethroning the car as king of city 
streets also began – most notably in London – in favour of bus lanes, road pricing and the 
return of cyclists. All this took place even as the cars hold on more dispersed suburbs 
intensified. Urban chic was codified into the universal typology of hipsterism (the ‘flat white 
economy’9) which in turn began to spread to some of the inner suburbs as traditional pubs 
and cafes went ‘artisan’ and their traditional clientele were priced and edged out.  

Public and social housing also made a comeback with a growing number of developments 
that looked more like the Netherlands or Sweden than the conservative, unimaginative car-
dependent efforts of Britain’s volume building monopolies. Though these estates were still 
being built at far higher rates – further entrenching car dependency.  

The political divides hardened between the socially liberal cities (on transport symbolised by 
the return of the bicycle) and more conservative suburbs and hinterlands (on transport 
symbolised by the SUV sitting on a paved-over front garden). Meanwhile the sins and 
omissions of previous eras of housing policy continue to be visited (and sometimes 
compounded) in the present. In 2017 the Grenfell Tower disaster became for housing what 
the Kings Cross Underground fire had been for public transport 30 years earlier in 1987. The 
place where wider uncorrected failings manifested themselves, in an instant, in shocking 
suffering. 

THE OPEN SORE 

One constant from the birth of the suburb to the present day is the unending nature of the 
housing crisis. Throughout all this time there has never been a point at which Britain has 
been able to meet housing need. From Friedrich Engel’s analysis of the conditions of the 
working classes in Manchester in 1845 to the BBC TV drama, Cathy Come Home in 1966, to 
the Grenfell fire, the overall inadequacy of housing in Britain is an open sore. 

Meanwhile there are contradictions and ambiguities in the attitude of the English to housing. 
The predominant theme is the desire to escape the city and live in as close to an arcadian 
mansion as possible. The emergence of the world’s first Garden City at Letchworth in 
Hertfordshire in 1903 is currently being echoed in a new generation of ‘garden cities’. 
Letchworth in turn was built on earlier pioneering British experiments in creating ideal 

 

8 https://repeaterbooks.com/product/the-rentier-city-manchester-and-the-making-of-the-neoliberal-metropolis/  
9 The Flat White Economy, 2016, Douglas McWilliams 

https://repeaterbooks.com/product/the-rentier-city-manchester-and-the-making-of-the-neoliberal-metropolis/
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communities and model villages such as New Lanark (1786) and Saltaire (1876). All were in 
the spirit of escaping existing city formats in favour of new communities based on village 
ideals. 

But England is also tugged this way and that between the American suburban dream; motifs 
and dreams of 1950’s Scandinavian social democracy; and place envy over the metropolitan 
urban life so comfortably embraced elsewhere in Europe. These tensions spill out in 
occasional eruptions of creativity and boldness. Often in opposition to a stifled semi-
detached life. From Newcastle reimagined as the Brasilia of the North to the towers of the 
Barbican (an extraordinary city within a city) – the nation of shopkeepers can surprise itself. 
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This is the sound of the 
suburbs – the suburbs 
today  
To set the scene for what transport interventions may be most effective in suburbs 
this section looks at ten key trends, factors and challenges that are shaping the 
suburbs today.  

1. THE STUCK SUBURBS 

In the UK there is no incentive in the way that house building and land ownership is 
concentrated to build enough quality homes to reflect current needs. 

From the Norman conquest to today, UK land ownership is concentrated in very few hands. 
In 2023 the ‘Who owns England?’ project found that the available data shows that half of 
England is owned by less than 1% of the population with the aristocracy and gentry 
estimated to own at least 30% of England’s land with corporations owning 18% and 
oligarchs and city bankers owning 17%. Who owns the land gets to determine what’s built on 
it (subject to planning controls).10  

Most houses in Great Britain are built by speculative private development: 40% ⁠ of which 

were built by the 11 largest national house builders. A 2024 Competition and Markets 

Authorit⁠y (CMA) report11 found that:  

…private developers produce houses at a rate at which they can be sold without 
needing to reduce their prices, rather than diversifying the types and numbers of 
homes they build to meet the needs of different communities (for example 
providing more affordable housing.) 

It found that their profitability was generally higher (and innovation generally lower) than the 
CMA would expect in a well-functioning market. The same report found that ‘land banking’ is 
endemic with over a million undeveloped plots of land held by housebuilders. It also found 
that house builders don’t have strong incentives to complete on quality and that a growing 
number of homeowners are reporting a higher number of snagging issues. It concluded that 
even with improved competition within the private house building industry this may not be 
enough to deliver the quantity of homes needed. 

Eight volume house builders are currently under investigation by the CMA for potential 
exchange of information which could be influencing prices and rates of build.  

Meanwhile… 

● Eight million people live in a home that is unsafe, insecure, cold or damp ⁠. 

● The median average home now costs nearly eight times the annual earnings of an 
average employee. 

 

10 https://www.theguardian.com/money/2019/apr/17/who-owns-england-thousand-secret-landowners-author  
11https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65d8badb6efa830011dcc5bc/_Summary_of_housebuilding_final
_report_.pdf  

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/cma-finds-fundamental-concerns-in-housebuilding-market#:~:text=we%20find%20it.-,Housebuilding%20in%20Great%20Britain,deliver%20and%20what%20communities%20need.
https://ageing-better.org.uk/blogs/dwindling-support-home-improvement-five-key-points-our-latest-report#:~:text=This%20significant%20drop%20in%20funding,Hazards%20would%20have%20been%20renovated.
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2019/apr/17/who-owns-england-thousand-secret-landowners-author
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65d8badb6efa830011dcc5bc/_Summary_of_housebuilding_final_report_.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65d8badb6efa830011dcc5bc/_Summary_of_housebuilding_final_report_.pdf


15 
 

● Some 1.3 million households remain on social housing waiting lists, and at least 
326,000 people (most of them families with children) are living in temporary 
accommodation, with 45% of those families remaining in such conditions for more 
than two years.12 

● There is also a shortage of more than 200,000 construction workers in the UK.13 

2. THE DILAPIDATED SUBURB 

Poverty is being suburbanised as ageing suburbs become more dilapidated. 

Many privately and publicly built suburbs are showing signs of deterioration and under-
investment in both maintenance and renewal of the homes themselves, as well as the 
supporting infrastructure (including road and pavement surfaces) and facilities (including 
local shops, youth centres and libraries). A 2011 Smith Institute report found that 57% of 

people in poverty live in the suburbs.⁠14 Some have described this as the suburbanisation of 

poverty. Cuts in public spending15 are one factor, but there are others: 

● Many older people currently live in large suburban properties that they ‘under-occupy’ 
and may find difficult to heat or maintain. Overall, there are nearly one million below 
standard homes occupied by households led by someone over 65. Only 5,000–7,000 
later living homes are built annually, well short of the 50,000 that has been identified 
as a minimum necessary response to ease the care crisis and free up under-
occupied homes.16 

● The financialisaton of housing (including former council homes) can destabilise 
settled communities and be a disincentive to upkeep as dwellings become financial 
instruments rather than homes. 

● Dilapidation also reflects the low turnover in the built environment. With 38% of the 
housing stock built before 1946, the UK has the oldest housing stock in the EU.17  

3. THE SUN’S ZOOMING IN: THE ENVIRONMENTAL POLY-CRISIS AND THE SUBURBS 

The suburbs need to play their part in tackling the environmental crisis – and be prepared for 
the more extreme weather conditions that are here already and will get worse in the future. 

The grave dangers from global heating are well known – as is the urgent need to bring down 
greenhouse gas emissions to limit the scale of the impacts. The big picture in the UK is that 
greenhouse gas emissions have been halved since 1990 – primarily due to decarbonisation 
of the electricity and industrial sectors. This leaves surface transport as the highest emitting 
sector, responsible for 30% of UK emissions in 2024.  

The Climate Change Commission (CCC) says that given the dominance of cars in transport 
the main objective should be to rapidly electrify the car fleet taking advantage of the rapid 
shift to greener energy generation. The market share for new electric vehicles (EVs) 
resumed growth in 2024, following stagnation in 2023. It says that prices are falling quickly 

 

12 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/new-towns-taskforce-report-to-government/new-towns-taskforce-
report-to-government  
13 https://www.weightmans.com/media-centre/news/sir-keir-starmer-s-plan-to-solve-the-housing-crisis-a-warning-
from-the-construction-industry-on-skills-shortage/  
14 ‘Poverty is prevalent in many suburbs; in some city suburbs it is increasing and worryingly high. The report 
shows that most people in poverty live in suburban areas. There are approximately 6.8 million people in poverty 
in the suburbs of England and Wales – or put another way, 57% of those in poverty live in the suburbs. Moreover, 
between 2001 and 2011 the number of suburban areas with above-average levels of poverty rose by 34%.’ 
https://smithinstitutethinktank.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/poverty-in-suburbia.pdf  
15 In 2011 almost all nationally funded housing renewal for homeowners and landlords was ended. 
16 https://www.urbantransportgroup.org/system/files/general-docs/UTG%20The%20Good%20Life%20FINAL.pdf  
17 https://economy2030.resolutionfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/Hitting-a-brick-wall-report.pdf  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/new-towns-taskforce-report-to-government/new-towns-taskforce-report-to-government
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/new-towns-taskforce-report-to-government/new-towns-taskforce-report-to-government
https://www.weightmans.com/media-centre/news/sir-keir-starmer-s-plan-to-solve-the-housing-crisis-a-warning-from-the-construction-industry-on-skills-shortage/
https://www.weightmans.com/media-centre/news/sir-keir-starmer-s-plan-to-solve-the-housing-crisis-a-warning-from-the-construction-industry-on-skills-shortage/
https://smithinstitutethinktank.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/poverty-in-suburbia.pdf
https://www.urbantransportgroup.org/system/files/general-docs/UTG%20The%20Good%20Life%20FINAL.pdf
https://economy2030.resolutionfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/Hitting-a-brick-wall-report.pdf
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and that charge point deployment is growing well with the number of public charge points 
increasing by almost 40% in 2024.  

The CCC’s overall view is that the reduction in surface transport emissions across the rest of 
this decade will need to be more than four times that seen in 2023, but it says that surface 
transport is one of the only sectors in which a rapid roll-out of low-carbon technology has the 
potential to deliver rapid emissions reductions.18 

Others have questioned whether DfT policy will be enough to deliver the CCC’s projections. 
Professor Greg Marsden points out that the government’s estimate of EV take-up is 9–10% 
lower by 2035 than those of the CCC, and that previous DfT targets for EVs have not been 
achieved. The CCC’s projections also rely on a 7% reduction in car mileage. Marsden 
questions whether the modal shift/car occupancy increases necessary to achieve that are 
reflected in DfT policy.19  

Meanwhile, climate change is already causing warming across the UK. All of the UK's ten 
warmest years on record have occurred since 2002. Heatwaves, like that of summer 2018, 
are now 30 times more likely to happen due to climate change.20  

UK winters are projected to become warmer and wetter on average, although cold or dry 
winters will still occur sometimes. Summers are projected to become hotter and are more 
likely to be drier, although wetter summers are also possible.  

By 2050, heatwaves like that seen in 2018 are expected to happen every other year. 

In 50 years' time, by 2070, the Met Office projects: 

● Winter will be between 1 and 4.5°C warmer and up to 30% wetter 
● Summer will be between 1 and 6°C warmer and up to 60% drier. 

Heavy rainfall is also more likely. Since 1998, the UK has seen six of the ten wettest years 
on record. 

For UK suburbs, flooding and heat stress (particularly dangerous for older and vulnerable 
people) represent the most immediate and localised impact. 

Alongside the climate crisis we have a biodiversity crisis. The International Union for 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) currently lists more than 41,000 species as threatened with 
extinction (28% of all assessed species). In fact, some argue that we are now living through 
the sixth mass extinction event in the history of the planet (one of which wiped out the 
dinosaurs 66 million years ago). Cities and towns also have a smoothing effect on 
biodiversity, tending to favour generalist species like feral pigeons. Those that require a 
particular habitat, or are intolerant of disturbance or pollution, often can't survive.21  

The UK has seen particularly steep declines in biodiversity making it one of the most nature 
deprived countries in the world. For example, since 1970 pollinators have declined by 18%. 
Only 7% of woodlands and 25% of peatlands are in a good ecological state and none of the 
UK seafloor.22  

Nationally 30% of urban England is classified as natural land cover (which includes 
grassland, scrub, parks, allotments, public gardens). Meanwhile domestic gardens are 
estimated to make up 30% of urban England. Tree canopy cover averages around 16% for 

 

18 https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/progress-in-reducing-emissions-2025-report-to-parliament/  
19 https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/117317/pdf/  
20 https://weather.metoffice.gov.uk/climate-change/climate-change-in-the-uk  
21 https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/what-is-biodiversity.html  
22 https://nbn.org.uk/news/state-of-nature-
2023/#:~:text=Species%20decline,are%20the%20major%20contributing%20factors  

https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/progress-in-reducing-emissions-2025-report-to-parliament/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/117317/pdf/
https://weather.metoffice.gov.uk/climate-change/climate-change-in-the-uk
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/what-is-biodiversity.html
https://nbn.org.uk/news/state-of-nature-2023/#:~:text=Species%20decline,are%20the%20major%20contributing%20factors
https://nbn.org.uk/news/state-of-nature-2023/#:~:text=Species%20decline,are%20the%20major%20contributing%20factors
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English towns and cities. However, urban green space is rapidly turning grey (as a 
proportion of urban England, green space declined from 63% in 2001 to 55% in 2018).23  

Transport’s role in biodiversity decline includes the severance of nature corridors by roads 
(and associated mass slaughter of animals by motor vehicles24) and the loss of green space 
to transport infrastructure (including hard standing for vehicles). 

4. THE ANTI-NUCLEAR SUBURB 

Household formats are changing fast and housing is starting to reflect this 

The traditional concept of the suburb is one of homes built specifically for the nuclear family. 
But demographic change is undermining that conception: 

● There are a growing number of single households. Nearly 30% of households are 
single person (up by 800,000 between 2014 and 2024), with a growing proportion of 
those aged 65 or over.25  

● Nearly half of UK children now grow up outside a traditional nuclear family.26 
● More young adults are staying put – often due to the high costs of buying or renting a 

home. One-third of men and over one-fifth of women aged between 20 and 34 live 
with their parent(s). This is an increase of 10% since 2014.27  

The population is also ageing: in 2022 there were 12.7 million people aged 65 or over 
(making up 19% of the population). The Office of National Statistics projects that by 2072 
this could rise to 22.1 million people (or 27% of the population).28 

These trends also contribute to one of the two big public health challenges of modern life – 
loneliness.29 In 2022 half of adults in the UK reported felling lonely occasionally, sometimes, 
often or always – with 7% experiencing chronic loneliness (feeling lonely often or always). 30 

Similar demographic trends can be observed in other European countries. All of which is 
leading to new and more flexible forms of housing emerging rooted in the idea of moving to 
more sociable living through new formats for housing. 

For new build this includes: 

● Making buildings more flexible. For example with movable walls that allow for 
changes in household size, different activities or work needs. 

● Co-living. For example where furnished rooms for individuals have shared living 
space and common facilities. 

● Co-housing. For example, the Marmalade Lane 42-home development in 
Cambridgeshire which today is home to around 100 adults and children and features 
a play street, common guest bedrooms to book, a community-run car club, a 
common house (for community meals, social and cultural gatherings), a shared 

 

23 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/state-of-the-environment/the-state-of-the-environment-the-urban-
environment  
24 https://www.theroadlab.co.uk  
25 https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/families/bulletins/familiesan
dhouseholds/2024#:~:text=One%2Dperson%20households%20accounted%20for,of%20people%20who%20live
%20alone  
26 https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/news/childrens-commissioner-for-england-launches-preliminary-
findings-of-the-family-review-at-policy-exchange/  
27https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/families/bulletins/familiesan
dhouseholds/2024#:~:text=One%2Dperson%20households%20accounted%20for,of%20people%20who%20live
%20alone  
28 https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/the-uks-changing-population/  
29 The other is obesity. 
30 https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/facts-and-
statistics/#:~:text=Facts%20and%20statistics%20about%20loneliness,Overview  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/state-of-the-environment/the-state-of-the-environment-the-urban-environment
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/state-of-the-environment/the-state-of-the-environment-the-urban-environment
https://www.theroadlab.co.uk/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/families/bulletins/familiesandhouseholds/2024#:~:text=One%2Dperson%20households%20accounted%20for,of%20people%20who%20live%20alone
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/families/bulletins/familiesandhouseholds/2024#:~:text=One%2Dperson%20households%20accounted%20for,of%20people%20who%20live%20alone
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/families/bulletins/familiesandhouseholds/2024#:~:text=One%2Dperson%20households%20accounted%20for,of%20people%20who%20live%20alone
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/news/childrens-commissioner-for-england-launches-preliminary-findings-of-the-family-review-at-policy-exchange/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/news/childrens-commissioner-for-england-launches-preliminary-findings-of-the-family-review-at-policy-exchange/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/families/bulletins/familiesandhouseholds/2024#:~:text=One%2Dperson%20households%20accounted%20for,of%20people%20who%20live%20alone
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/families/bulletins/familiesandhouseholds/2024#:~:text=One%2Dperson%20households%20accounted%20for,of%20people%20who%20live%20alone
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/families/bulletins/familiesandhouseholds/2024#:~:text=One%2Dperson%20households%20accounted%20for,of%20people%20who%20live%20alone
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/the-uks-changing-population/
https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/facts-and-statistics/#:~:text=Facts%20and%20statistics%20about%20loneliness,Overview
https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/facts-and-statistics/#:~:text=Facts%20and%20statistics%20about%20loneliness,Overview
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electric cargo bike, a gym and a workshop / tool share facility, community shop and a 
community garden.31  

● Small scale sociability fixes. Such as making fences between gardens adjustable 
to allow for more collective activity or casual social interaction. 

● Homeshare. Where older or disabled people share a home with a younger person 
(with the younger person providing companionship and help with chores in return for 
low or no cost accommodation). 

The existing housing stock is also adapting to demographic change including: 

● ‘Granny flats’ within an existing household 
● Sub-division of larger houses into flats 
● Extensions and garage conversions for rooms for offspring. 

5. THE SECRET LIFE OF THE SUBURB 

Much more than a dormitory 

The traditional concept of the suburb is as a workers’ dormitory from which people commute 
to an urban centre to work. But there’s more going on in the suburbs than that… 

Given suburbs are where most people live (particularly families with children) there is a wider 
web of journeys being made (many very local) in relation to shopping, healthcare, exercise, 
caring, education, leisure. These journeys have been described as the ‘mobility of care’. 
Indeed, these types of journeys are made more frequently than commuting journeys. The 
2024 National Travel Survey32 found that shopping accounted for 18% of all journeys 
compared with 12% for commuting. 

Meanwhile 28% of GB working adults are hybrid workers and 14% of the employed work full 
time from home.33 On top of that there is the domestic labour that takes place in suburban 
homes.  

There are also many employment centres based in suburbs – including retail, care, 
healthcare and education – as well as blue-and-white-collar employers. Out-of-town 
employment has also seen the fastest growth rate in recent years (currently accounting for 
14% of all jobs, and up 20% between 2009 and 2021).34  

6. THE KING OF THE SUBURBS 

The vast majority of trips are made in a car 

As we have seen from the 1930s onwards, more and more housing has been predicated on 
mass car ownership. This means that vast swathes of the country have a built environment 
which is focussed on the car, as are the lives of those who live there. The stats back this up. 
The average person makes 552 trips a year by car or van as either driver or passenger. This 
compares with 27 trips by bus, 9 by taxi, 19 by rail and 15 by pedal-cycle. The main 
challenger is walking (for distances under a mile). Even there 17% of journeys are made by 
car.35 It’s probable that in suburbs in general, and in many low-density suburbs in particular, 
cars dominate trip rates even more. Even in London this trend can be seen. In inner London, 

 

31 https://www.housinglin.org.uk/_assets/Resources/Housing/OtherOrganisation/Insights-from-Marmalade-
Lane_Report.pdf  
32 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-travel-survey-2024  
33https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/articles/who
hasaccesstohybridworkingreatbritain/2025-06-11  
34https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/articles/em
ploymenttrendsoutsidecitiesandtownsenglandandwales2009to2021/2023-01-24  
35 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-travel-survey-2024/nts-2024-mode-share-and-multi-modal-
trips  
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62% of households now live without access to a car, compared to 33% of households in 
outer London.36 

As well as dominating trip rates, car ownership is also increasing – as is the size of the cars 
themselves. As of April 2025 there were 34 million cars in the UK – the highest number ever 
recorded37 with SUVs now making up the majority of new car sales. This means that since 
2018, the average width of cars has risen from 182cm to 187.5cm and the average weight 
has increased from 1,365kg to 1,592kg over the same period.38 

The downsides of a growing numbers of larger suburban cars are well documented 
elsewhere so we will not dwell on them all in detail but in summary they include: community 
severance; traffic congestion; poor air quality; road danger; less outdoor play; conversion of 
green space to hard surfaces; street designs that are unsuitable or impassable for public 
transport; and public health challenges like obesity. 

7. THE REACTIONARY SUBURB 

The further away people live from a railway station the likelier they are to vote for Le Pen.39 

It’s a generalisation – but the traditional dynamic of politics is that major urban centres lean 
progressive and suburbs lean reactionary. This has big implications for the politics of 
transport. So urban centres which have electorally tight boundaries (which don’t extend far 
into suburbs and hinterlands) may consistently vote for progressive transport policies. This 
means more stability and more scope for taking the long view. However, it can also lead to a 
more restricted tax base and a lack of influence over the wider ‘journey to work’ area. 
Conversely, if the electoral boundaries incorporate outer suburbs then those outer suburban 
areas can act as a drag on progressive policies (for example Bromley council successfully 
legally challenging the Greater London Council’s radical fares reduction policies in 1981). 

8. THE GOOD ORDINARY SUBURB 

We’ve seen the ‘good ordinary’ overseas and now we want it here. 

In recent decades the UK has been good at ‘starchitecture’ – dramatic set piece buildings 
and developments in prime locations. But not so good at doing the ordinary well. Indeed, the 
UK seems to specialise in building estates of little boxes (new houses in the UK have some 
of the smallest rooms in Europe40) set in a sea of hard standing. Highly profitable for the 
volume house builders but often poorly built and predicated on car dependency.  

In the 1990s, when Brits visited Europe they envied their city life and their public transport -
and started to replicate it here as a result. Now we have moved on to having ‘place envy’ 
over their approach to new housing. This has helped stimulate more examples of ‘good 
ordinary’ housing developments being built here that could be mistaken for somewhere in 
the Netherlands or Denmark. Especially where the public or social sector has either a strong 
guiding role – or is providing it directly. 

‘Good ordinary’ housing combines: 

● Blue and green space 
● A mix of housing sizes and styles 
● High-quality design 
● Informality and flexibility 

 

36 https://www.londoncentric.media/p/london-transport-explained-in-nine-graphs-and-charts  
37 https://www.motoringresearch.com/car-news/number-of-vehicles-on-uk-roads/  
38 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cy7vdvl2531o  
39 https://www.thetimes.com/world/europe/article/french-election-history-is-buried-as-youth-embrace-extremes  
40 https://www.idealhome.co.uk/news/it-s-a-tight-squeeze-brits-are-living-in-the-smallest-homes-in-europe-37458  
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● Infrastructure for refuse, parking and other essentials put underground or planned 
into the background 

● Car-free areas, low traffic speeds, good routes for walking, cycling and wheeling and 
good public transport 

● Good access for people with disabilities or those encumbered  
● Play space 
● Communal facilities 
● Individualisation of houses but within an overall design framework and palate. 

You know it when you see it. And you can see it in places like Utrecht. 

Utrecht – impressions of a next level city 

Access the glideshow here: 
https://new.express.adobe.com/webpage/RBzcm7usISgZy 

9. THE STARMERITE SUBURB 

Questions remain about the scale and nature of Starmer’s housebuilding push 

New housing is a leitmotif for the Starmer administration. The plan is to build 1.5 million new 
homes by 2030 by reforming the planning system, investing in social and affordable housing, 
addressing skill shortages (training 40,000 builders by 2029), restricting the ‘right to buy’ 
social and council housing, and promoting a new generation of new towns. 

Overall, the focus is primarily on new build speculative private developments with the 
planning system seen as the primary constraint. However, this approach has been 
challenged on a number of grounds41 including:  

● The affordability of new privately built homes. Especially given the starting point of 
high prices and high rents. 

● The focus on new build risks shifting focus from the one million existing dwellings that 
currently stand empty. 

● The funding being made available is substantial but appears to be short of what 
would be needed to get close to achieving the objectives. 

● It’s not clear what the incentive is for the oligarchy of highly profitable volume house 
builders to change their model to accommodate the Government’s aspirations. 

● A rush to build could be at the expense of quality as well as adequate supporting 
infrastructure (including transport) and facilities (schools, shops, surgeries and so 
on). 

● The space for innovation in housing form given wider and rapid demographic 
changes. 

● Whether new homes be in area with the greatest social need is or where there is 
most demand (in terms of high prices). 

● The capacity of the building industry to deliver given it is hampered by acute skills 
shortages. 

● The starting point with house building has been going down not up. In 2024 just 
107,000 homes were started – 28% fewer than in the previous 12 months with the 
number of planning permissions in the first quarter falling to a twenty-year low.42 

● Whether local authorities have the resources to ensure that quality developments are 
delivered in a timely way and will a streamlined planning process allow more poorly 
located and designed housing to be built. 

 

41 https://thisislca.com/insight/labours-affordable-housing/  
42 https://www.bdonline.co.uk/opinion/one-year-on-from-the-general-election-how-much-closer-are-we-to-
delivering-15-million-new-homes/5136898.article  
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On this basis it seems unlikely then that the current Westminster administration is going to 
come close to fixing Britain’s never ending housing crisis. However, at the same time, it 
could be an inflection point where the ‘good ordinary’ suburb becomes more prevalent (if still 
in the minority) rather than the rare exception as it is now. 

Downriver – Hope springs eternal in the new Garden City of 
Ebbsfleet 

Slideshow here: https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Hope-
springs-eternal-in-Ebbsfleet.pdf  

10. BRINGING UP BABY  

The suburbs are still the place where new generations are brought up 

And finally, despite the ebb and flow of wider suburban dynamics the eternal appeal of the 
suburb as the place to bring up a family remains intact. Most suburban residents being over 
30 with children. 

Analysis of the Census by Centre for Cities43 found that suburban residents tend to be over 
30 with children. Suburban residents had chosen to live where they did because of the 
relative affordability of housing (31%); proximity to friends and family and the safety and 
security of the neighbourhood (both 29%); and the size and type of housing (24%). 
Suburban residents were also more likely than city centre or ‘hinterland’ residents to select 
proximity to good schools (12%) as a reason for moving to their neighbourhood. 

 

  

 

43 https://www.centreforcities.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/15-11-02-Urban-Demographics.pdf  

https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Hope-springs-eternal-in-Ebbsfleet.pdf
https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Hope-springs-eternal-in-Ebbsfleet.pdf
https://www.centreforcities.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/15-11-02-Urban-Demographics.pdf
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Ways of thinking and 
doing on suburban 
transport 
In this section we home in on six themes: location of suburban housing and the 
interplay with transport provision; integration of suburban transport; the car; light 
mobility; public transport; and suburban streets.  

For each theme the report sets out thinking frames and then adds examples of ‘next 
level’ policies and practice.  

THEME ONE: LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION 

Much new housing is built at densities and at locations which pre-suppose car dependency. 
However, there are places in Europe where development is located along public transport 
spines as well as places where new housing is concentrated above public transport 
infrastructure. 

Low-density suburban housing can be difficult to serve by public transport: 25 dwellings per 
hectare is often given as the minimum threshold for a bus service – which many suburbs fall 
well below. Low densities can also mean services and facilities (shops, schools and so on) 
can be a long walk away – which leads to cars being used instead of walking or wheeling.  

Many of the challenges of existing low-density suburbia are being exacerbated in new 
housing developments. The Transport for New Homes report: What is being built in 2025? In 
search of the station44 found that too many new housing developments had the following 
characteristics: 

• Wrong location with many greenfield developments in poor locations for sustainable 
transport making them car dependent. 

• Congestion generators with traffic created on the fringe of small and larger towns 
and on the wider road network, lengthening journey times. 

• Linked to car-dependent commercial and retail developments compounding 
congestion challenges and in tandem with new housing and roads, drawing people 
out of town centres. 

• Unattractive public realm dominated by hard standing and access for motor 
vehicles. 

• Poorly connected to existing urban centres by safe, pleasant and convenient 
streets. 

• Lacking local stations or light rail. 
• Not easy for buses to serve due to street layouts and lack of density. 
• Lacking local facilities including eating places and shops. Car-based 

developments often didn’t develop small and local shops and cafes on streets, but 
there is a proliferation of large-scale car-based retail, drive-through restaurants and 
out-of-town eateries accessed off junctions and major roads. 

 

44 https://www.transportfornewhomes.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/What-is-being-built-in-2025-In-search-
of-the-station.pdf  

https://www.transportfornewhomes.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/What-is-being-built-in-2025-In-search-of-the-station.pdf
https://www.transportfornewhomes.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/What-is-being-built-in-2025-In-search-of-the-station.pdf
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• Poor provision for cyclists with cycling provision built in the wider context of fast 
roads, roundabouts and high volumes of traffic, making it dangerous to cycle very far. 

• High levels of traffic noise where new homes were built close to and in association 
with the major road network. 

• Lacking in permeability with multiple cul-de-sacs, making public transport provision 
difficult and walking and wheeling routes protracted. 

Organisations like Create Streets argue that building new suburbs at a gentle density (and 
reconfiguring existing ones) is the way forward.45 Gentle density aims to create more 
housing in a neighbourhood by building low- to mid-rise buildings, typically three to seven 
stories. It is a middle ground between high-rise apartment blocks and single-family homes, 
aiming to create more vibrant, sustainable and well-connected communities by increasing 
housing supply without overwhelming the existing streetscape. This can involve a mix of 
housing types like terraced houses and smaller apartment buildings, arranged on a network 
of streets and public spaces.  

The benefits include: 

• Supports local businesses: helps maintain vibrant main streets and local services 

by providing a larger customer base. 
• Increases housing options: offers more housing choices for people at different 

stages of life, such as allowing retirees to stay in their community in smaller homes.  
• Promotes sustainability: supports sustainable lifestyles by making it easier to walk 

to amenities and reducing reliance on cars.   
• Enhances community character: contributes to more characterful streets and a 

greater sense of community compared to the isolated nature of many detached-home 
suburbs.  

Create Streets point to new brownfield developments in France like Clamart (seven miles 
from Paris) as embodying these ideals, with its apartment blocks designed on traditional 
Parisian lines and scales; its ample provision of cafes, restaurants, shops and civic facilities; 
and its preponderance of green space (both public and private) including a central lake.46  

GOING NEXT LEVEL ON LOCATION 

COPENHAGEN 

Since 1947, Copenhagen’s ‘finger plan’ means that the city grows along linear public 
transport corridors rather than sprawls outwards in concentric circles off the back of waves of 
road building. I took a trip on the metro to explore Copenhagen’s newest, and sixth, finger.  

A metro runs through it – Ørestad, Copenhagen 

Slideshow here: https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/A-
Metro-runs-through-it.pdf  

LIVING ABOVE THE DEPOT 

Major residential developments above stations have been one of the ways in which places in 
Southeast Asia, like Hong Kong, develop and finance their public transport systems. A more 
systematic approach to using the transport estate for housing has now also taken hold in 
Great Britain. TfL owns over 5,500 acres of land across the capital and is one of the city’s 
largest landowners. Its property company, Places for London47, currently aims to have 

 

45 https://www.createstreets.com/why-gentle-density-is-a-key-part-of-the-levelling-up-puzzle/  
46 https://www.createstreets.com/employees/come-with-me-to-clamart/  
47 https://www.placesforlondon.co.uk  

https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/A-Metro-runs-through-it.pdf
https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/A-Metro-runs-through-it.pdf
https://www.createstreets.com/why-gentle-density-is-a-key-part-of-the-levelling-up-puzzle/
https://www.createstreets.com/employees/come-with-me-to-clamart/
https://www.placesforlondon.co.uk/
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started on at least 20,000 homes by 2031. It currently has 4,400 new homes in construction 
and completed 1,600 homes (50% of which are affordable). Meanwhile the current 
Westminster administration wants to see 40,000 new homes built on railway land over the 
next decade via a new development company called Platform4. 

However, Paris is a step ahead. 

In 1959, a property subsidiary was established to provide housing near Parisian public 
transport operator, RATP’s facilities for RATP employees. Over the years more than 8,600 
housing units have been built with occupancy gradually expanded beyond RATP employees 
to include other families. The property subsidiary is now called RATP Habitat and retains its 
social housing mission.  

Alongside RATP Habitat48 RATP has a wider development arm49 which has moved on from 
its historic focus of developments on redundant industrial land (now in short supply) to 
building housing above new, or re-built, metro and bus depots. Nowadays the shift to electric 
buses can be an operational spur for switching to new depots or adapting them in a way that 
housing can be built above them. For example, work is underway to transform one of the 
city’s largest bus depots at Belliard (located in the north of the 18th arrondissement of Paris). 
Opened in 1988, the bus depot covers 4 hectares and includes a 1.8-hectare open-air 
parking area where 230 vehicles are parked every evening, as well as a maintenance 
workshop. The bus depot function stays (now the home for an all-electric fleet) but on top of 
it will be a mixed-use urban project featuring a diverse range of housing types (including co-
housing and social housing), units for businesses, shops, a community centre and a 1,600 
m² climbing wall. Approximately 50% of the project will be made of wood. There will also be 
2,000 square metres of solar panels which will provide some of the power for the 
development. 

New housing is also being built above metro depots. At Place d’Italie, 52 social housing 
units, as well as office space, were built above a refurbished depot. Over 50% of the site’s 
energy comes from renewable or recovered sources and a green roof optimises the 
building’s energy efficiency. 

More widely across the RATP estate, by 2020, more than 2 hectares of green roofing or 
space had been established, including 1,500 m² dedicated to urban agriculture. 

THEME TWO: ONLY CONNECT 

Low-density suburbs in particular would benefit from much better integration of services, 
information and fares across public transport, light mobility and other forms of shared 
transport. 

Suburbs are places where people live (families in particular) and so people (often women) 
are making a lot of non-work-related trips in relation to schools, healthcare, caring, shopping 
and so on. Many of these trips may be relatively local and also part of wider trip chains 
(dropping the kids off to school, picking up some medications, dropping in on an elderly 
relative and so on). These kinds of trips are sometimes described as the ‘mobility of care’. 
This means that suburban transport provision needs to be able to facilitate a complex web of 
trips within the suburbs concerned rather than being excessively focussed on commuting 
trips to more central employment locations.  

An example of a more ‘gender forward’ approach is how snow clearance has changed in 
Sweden. An analysis showed that the way snow was cleared in urban areas favoured cars 
(which men use more) over pedestrians and employment districts where men predominantly 
worked over places where disadvantaged women were more likely to walk. Driving on a 

 

48 https://ratphabitat.com  
49 https://ratpgroup.com/en/undefined/solutions-et-expertises/urban-services/  

https://ratphabitat.com/
https://ratpgroup.com/en/undefined/solutions-et-expertises/urban-services/
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cleared road is also a lot easier than trying to push a buggy through snow. Reversing these 
priorities led to reduced injuries (as more than three times more walkers than drivers are 
injured during icy weather). Reducing the costs caused by snow and ice injuries exceeded 
the cost of reorienting snow clearance priorities.50  

One of the advantages of the car is the control it gives the user in getting from A to B 
(notwithstanding the challenges of traffic congestion, parking and so on). Whereas where 
there are potential alternatives (public transport, light mobility, car share) it can be difficult 
and confusing to access information about their availability – or to be sure you are paying 
the cheapest price. These problems can compound when trip chaining.  

In Great Britain, bus deregulation and rail privatisation have exacerbated these problems by 
increasing the complexity of choices within the modes (in particular on fares). The 
commercialisation of GB public transport also means there has been no core public transport 
network to build out from – in terms of coordinated, cross-subsidised and add-on light 
mobility and car share options. These kinds of add-ons, provided by the national rail 
operator, can be seen in the Netherlands, Switzerland and Germany (including car hire and 
hire bikes). With public transport coming back under public control at pace in GB (through 
bus franchising and rail nationalisation) there should be more opportunities to simplify and 
unify not just public transport information, fares and services but also wider light mobility and 
car share options. 

The bus will always be the mainstay of public transport but as we have seen it’s difficult to 
provide effective bus services in low-density suburbs. Many public transport planners argue 
that using the same route to try and serve a number of low-density housing areas to a city 
core doesn’t work as journey times become too extended and unattractive. Instead, bus 
networks should be reorientated around fast and frequent radial routes into which suburban 
feeder services connect51. As a result of historic, commercial and organisational factors in 
the UK the quality of interchange varies considerably in terms of passenger facilities and the 
priority given to different modes. This means that in the UK there can be distrust and 
antipathy towards interchanging. By way of contrast, the Netherlands takes a standardised 
and tiered approach to interchange facilities at rail stations based on five different categories 
(in English): Cathedral, Mega, Plus, Basic and Stop. Considerable research and 
development has also gone into station design in order to provide passengers with 
interchanges which are both simple to navigate and pleasant to spend time in.  

GOING NEXT LEVEL ON INTEGRATION 

MOBILITY RIGHTS 

Some countries have established a legal and/or policy framework around public transport or 
wider access to mobility for their citizens. Elsewhere accessibility tools (which map access to 
the amenities that people use or need) are either being made available or will help determine 
what government does. 

In Switzerland (under national decree 745.16 of November 2009) government and the 
cantons decide, plan and organise together the regional public transport offer (‘Traffico 
Regionale Viaggiatori – TRV’). At a federal level, a minimum of 18 hourly services per day is 
the minimum standard. These services are subsidised by the national government. In 
parallel, there are reduced service levels on secondary links in mountain areas or on 
connections used by tourists only (for example, six a day). Minimum transport services are 
offered to all hamlets and rural areas with more than one hundred inhabitants. The cantons 

 

50 https://www.fsg.org/blog/can-snow-clearing-be-
sexist/#:~:text=March%206%2C%202020,3.4m%20/%20Indian%20₹279m   
51 https://humantransit.org/2024/04/32037.html  

https://www.fsg.org/blog/can-snow-clearing-be-sexist/#:~:text=March%206%2C%202020,3.4m%20/%20Indian%20₹279m
https://www.fsg.org/blog/can-snow-clearing-be-sexist/#:~:text=March%206%2C%202020,3.4m%20/%20Indian%20₹279m
https://humantransit.org/2024/04/32037.html
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and public transport companies are free to add further services although these are not 
reimbursed by the national government funds.52 

In France the 2019 Law of Orientation of Mobility53 has shifted the focus from provision of 
minimum levels of public transport to support for transport authorities and companies to 
facilitate a broader range of alternatives to single car use (including sharing of cars).  

In the Netherlands, the government is moving towards accessibility planning which will focus 
on access to amenities as the starting point for transport policy and provision (rather than 
provision of minimum levels of public transport). This is based on a survey of what the Dutch 
people see as the priorities for the amenities they want to be able to easily access and a 
national model of accessibility. This will then inform joint working by government and local 
authorities on tackling areas where accessibility planning objectives are not being met.54 

In the UK the DfT has made available a connectivity tool which is open access and can be 
used by local transport authorities for transport planning. However, it is not being given the 
more central role in national transport policy than is envisaged in the Netherlands.55 

It's right that in a country the size of England, that local public transport and mobility policies 
should be determined locally, rather than remotely from London. Geographies in England 
can also be complex (such as in the largely urban conurbations in the Midlands and the 
North – like the West Midlands or West Yorkshire) which exacerbates the dangers of a tick 
box approach to providing a set level of service for different levels of population. For 
example, an area may have strong travel links to more than one nearby area yet it could tick 
a quote for a bus service through having a slow and indirect service to only one of the 
nearby areas that people want to go. However, there is clearly scope for more rigorous 
application of a methodology that prioritises in an equitable way access to the services and 
amenities that people want and need without requiring access to their own car, along the 
Netherlands model. Especially in lower-density suburban areas which start from a low base 
in terms of existing provision. 

GOLD STANDARD 

Switzerland is famous for its integrated public transport. I put it to the test on a random public 
transport trip from the centre of Geneva to its outskirts. 

 

Swiss integration put to the test 

Slideshow here: https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-
content/uploads/2026/02/Geneva-randomised.pdf  

MAAS-HYSTERIA?  

Mobility as a Service has been the subject of countless, excitable PowerPoint presentations 
at industry events and for a while was the phrase du jour of the transport sector. But what 
does it actually mean? Well, it depends on who you ask. But first let’s go back to when the 
term first emerged. The original concept was that it would reduce car ownership because 
people would be able to buy packages of access to different vehicles and transport services 
for set periods of time (monthly, annually etc) for a set price. This could include public 
transport, taxis, bike share, light mobility, car hire and so on. Think of it as being like a 

 

52 https://ruralsharedmobility.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/SMARTA-IP-Switzerland-v1-r1-AS.pdf  
53 https://www.ecologie.gouv.fr/loi-dorientation-des-mobilites  
54 https://www.government.nl/documents/reports/2025/03/31/levelling-up-accessibility 
55 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/transport-connectivity-metric/transport-connectivity-metric 
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traditional season ticket on public transport – but with the ability to also use taxis, hire bikes 
and so on as well. Sounds good, doesn’t it? But there were two problems. First, buying in all 
those services and providers made the product either too expensive, or in need of subsidy or 
venture capital to keep it going. Secondly, it’s not clear how many people want the product. If 
you want a taxi now and again why not just pay for what you use in the normal way? 

And that’s why the original conception doesn’t exist at any kind of scale (though a lot of 
venture capital was burned in the process). As a result, the term MaaS is used more loosely 
to describe all sorts of different types of integrated ticketing, information services, apps and 
digital payment methods. Key details about any ‘MaaS’-like scheme include: 

• Whether it is providing a capped service (as in there is a maximum price for the 
period of time you bought it for, such as 24 hours, no matter how many trips you 
make) or if it is an ‘aggregator’ (it is adding up the cost of all the journeys you make 
in a set period and billing you for all them). 

• The app which allows you to access information about trips and costs may have a 
simple interface but that doesn’t mean the fares that lie behind it are simple (for 
example many people in the UK use independent ‘fare splitting’ sites to identify 
where buying separate tickets for separate parts of a journey may be cheaper than 
buying a single ticket from the simple looking app of the train company you will be 
travelling on). 

• Some commercial apps may have a vested interest in directing you towards the 
modes which they can monetise rather than promoting walking or cycling options 
where they can’t. 

The purpose of this basic primer is to show that there is a lot of blurring of meaning when 
words like ‘smart ticketing’, ‘Mobility as a Service’, ‘integrated ticketing’, ‘Oyster-like’ are 
used. So, when you hear them in relation to a new proposition for an area, it’s wise to ask for 
details of exactly what it is and what it does. 

HUBALICIOUS? 

This is another use of the M word to describe another shapeshifting concept – Mobility Hubs. 
But in essence it describes a physical and marked place where it is possible to access more 
than one form of transport. This could range from a bus stop with parking place for bikes and 
scooters through to a place where many forms of transport can be accessed as well as other 
functions. For example, it could be at a public transport stop and provide access to car and 
van hire; charging for private EVs; parking for private bikes and rental e-bikes, mopeds, 
bikes and e-scooters. It could also have wider facilities like recycling points and parcel 
lockers. It might also be designed to be a place where people can sit and socialise – a point 
of identity and focus for neighbourhoods which have lost other places where people come 
together like shops, libraries, community centres and cafes. 

Some have argued that public mobility hubs could be the silver bullet for lower-density 
suburbs – allowing all residents in an area to easily access a range of mobility options and 
reduce the need for car ownership and use. When mobility hubs are combined with some 
form of MaaS offer then this would simplify things further providing users with real time 
information about what’s available for the journey they want to make and ease of payment.  

For wealthier households public mobility hubs could supplement their own private ‘mobility 
hub’ where the garage or utility room could be home to e-bikes, e-scooters and pedal bikes – 
alongside their own car or cars. 

Berlin is putting all this to the test with its Jelbi app and its plan to introduce mobility hubs 
across the city and its suburbs. You can find out how this is going via this slideset 
exploration of a Berlin suburb where Jelbi mobility hubs are already in place. 
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Berlin goes all in on mobility hubs  

Slideshow here: https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/urn:aaid:sc:EU:6daf1509-6f7e-
4b2c-8efd-24cf0e81f020  

THEME THREE: THE CAR DONE DIFFERENTLY 

The car is the king of transport trips in the suburbs… and that’s unlikely to change any time 
soon – but there are ways of doing the car differently. 

As we have explored in section one of the report, most journeys are made in cars and in 
many suburbs the dominance of the car will be higher still. Meanwhile, although there are a 
lot of (increasingly bloated) cars the amount of use they see – and the level of occupancy 
when they are used – is very low.  

In 2019 the Commission on Travel Demand found that: 

● The average car is only in use for 3-4% of the time. 
● even in the morning peak, the largest proportion of the car fleet in use at any one 

time is just 15%. 
● One-third of cars do not move at all in a given day and 8% do not move during a 

whole week. 
● Some 62% of car trips are done with a lone driver and the average car occupancy is 

just 1.55. 
● For commuting trips, average car occupancy is only 1.2 which means an estimated 

36 million empty car seats every morning on the commute. 
● In 2017, 621 billion empty vehicle seats moved around the UK.56  

Because of the large numbers of trips, and low occupancy rates, relatively small increases in 
car occupancy rates can have big impacts on carbon emissions as well as bring about wider 
public policy benefits. In 2021 the UK government suggested that increasing average car 
occupancy rates from 1.55 to 1.7 could save almost 3Mt of CO2 a year by 2030 (or 
approximately 1% of current UK CO2 emissions).57  

However, in the UK (at both national and sub-national level) increasing car occupancy rates 
(through various forms of shared use) is not seen as legitimate mainstream transport policy. 
And given it doesn’t really sit anywhere within the structure of transport policy making at a 
national or sub-national level, it is relatively under-developed when compared with 
comparator countries like France and Germany.  

The latest figures show that in Germany there are 5.4 shared cars (free floating and station 
based) per 10,000 people, in France there are 2.1 and in the UK around 0.6.58 The slow 
progress in Britian has been exacerbated by the recent demise of the UK’s largest carshare 
operator, Zipcar. Even prior to this in London there was a drop of over 70,000 active car club 
members and just over 600 fewer car club vehicles in London between 2021 and 2023. A fall 
of 22 percent and 18 per cent respectively.59  

The evidence suggests that carshare in its various forms can lead to reduction in car 
ownership and use. A review for the DfT found that: 

● Car club users in the US, UK and Europe reported relinquishing a household vehicle 
(between 9.5% and 33.1% of members). 

 

56 https://www.creds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/CREDS-Shared-mobility-comm-report-WEB.pdf  
57 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/610d63ffe90e0706d92fa282/decarbonising-transport-a-better-
greener-britain.pdf  
58 https://go.invers.com/en/resources/invers-mobility-barometer-european-car-sharing-2025  
59 https://www.london.gov.uk/who-we-are/what-london-assembly-does/london-assembly-work/london-assembly-
publications/tfls-stalling-car-clubs-transport-committee-
report#:~:text=f,the%20benefits%20that%20they%20provide  
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● Car club users tended not to acquire an additional household vehicle (27% of UK car 
club members claimed they would have bought or leased a car if they had not joined 
a car club).60 

GOING NEXT LEVEL ON DOING THE CAR DIFFERENTLY 

FRENCH LESSONS 

France has systematically encouraged shared cars based on extensive trialling and 
research. The legislative and financial foundation was the Mobility Orientation Law of 2019 
which allowed local travel authorities (LTAs) to fund carpool trips much like they funded 
public transport. For example, in Paris’s Ile-de-France, buying a Navigo transit pass also 
provided access to partner carpooling platforms. 

The Sustainable Mobility Package 2020, provided financial support for employees in the 
private and public sectors, to encourage the use of more sustainable mobility solutions (tax 
free up to €700 per employee per year) including carpooling. Public servants also had 
access to a €300 reimbursement for commuting by bike and/or ride sharing. For public 
servants this evolved by December 2022 to three options: €100 when the number of trips 
was between 30 and 59 days; €200 when the number of trips was between 60 and 99 days; 
and €300 when the number of trips was at least 100 days. For private sector employees the 
scheme was further extended to a cap of €800 per year. The payment was tax free for the 
recipients and tax-deductible for the businesses. In addition, drivers who received financial 
contributions from their carpool passengers did not need to pay the Value Added Tax (VAT) 
nor social security contributions.  

These changes tied in with the December 2022 launch of a National Daily Carpooling Plan 
for the period 2023-2027. This set a target of 3 million carpooling trips a day by 2027, over 
three times the 900,000 carpool trips a day that were being taking at the end of 2022. 

At the same time: 

● An additional €150 million was invested over one year for local authorities in setting 
up financial incentive campaigns that supported carpooling where passengers could 
carpool for free or for a few euros. Drivers also got a bonus for each passenger and 
could earn money by car sharing. 

● A Green Fund of €50 million was offered in 2023 to support local authorities with their 
carpooling infrastructure development projects (for example, carpooling areas or 
lines, or experimentation with dedicated carpool lanes). The fund covered up to 80% 
of costs. 

France targeted large employers first and then went after smaller companies, so that there 
were enough ride matches for those in the smaller companies. The plan also encouraged 
employers to promote carpooling to their staff with 16 large employers signing up on day 
one. A few weeks of the launch of the National Daily Carpooling Plan, carpool trips 
increased by 40%.61  

The mainstreaming of shared car use in France is visible in many different ways. 

For example: 

● By December 31, 2023, there were 52 km of shared car lanes nationwide including in 
Strasbourg, Rennes, Lyon, Aubagne, Nantes, Paris, Lille, Grenoble, and Bordeau. 

 

60 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6707f77b30536cb927483000/dft-car-clubs-rapid-
assessment.pdf  
61 https://www.connexionfrance.com/news/car-sharing-how-do-new-road-lanes-work-in-france-and-how-are-
drivers-checked/703524#:~:text=Yes.,months%20of%20the%20first%20trip  
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● Shared car options are now shown on SNCF’s journey planner.62  

● French company BlaBlaCar now has 27 million unique active members across 11 
countries.63 

GRENOBLE: WHEN IS A CAR LIKE A BUS? 

Grenoble is one of the French cities which has established fixed route / fixed stop 
carpooling. I went there to find out more.  

Car pool as bus route in Grenoble  

Slideshow here: https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Carpool-
lanes-in-Grenoble.pdf  

SHARING NOT OWNING IN BREMEN 

Not only does Bremen have excellent public transport, and the highest levels of cycling of 
any German city, it also has the most well-developed car club. How did the poorest city in 
Germany do it? Find out via this slideshow. 

Sharing cars at scale in Bremen 

Slideshow here: https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-
content/uploads/2026/04/Car20share20at20scale20in20Bremen202-

compressed.pdf  

SHARING IS CARING IN SALFORD 

The public sector is a local ‘anchor’ employer. The NHS; local authorities; the social housing 
sector; schools, colleges and universities are significant employers, rooted in the places they 
serve and have a wider public service remit. As such they are anchors of the local economy. 
Most of these institutions will also have environmental policies and carbon reduction 
strategies. They should be a good place to start for many of the policy ideas in this paper – 
including increasing car occupancy rates to their sites (which should also save them money 
on parking provision).  

The Northern Care Alliance (part of the NHS) aims to reduce the carbon emissions it can 
directly control by 80% by 2032 at the latest. As part of this it does annual travel surveys that 
help employees understand viable, sustainable commuting options to them. There are also 
liftshare communities that enable employees to easily find journey matches. As a result, 
driving alone has decreased by 8% and there has been a reduction of 28% in commuting 
emissions from Salford Royal Hospital.64 

STEPFORD CARS 

Much of the attention on connected and automated vehicles is on the potential (or not) for 
fully driver-less cars and taxis. Whether this happens or not is a matter of contention but 
what’s clear so far is that automated vehicles are currently best suited to a ‘shuttle’ role in 
relatively straightforward road conditions. There’s an argument therefore that an ideal role 
could be to deploy them in low-density suburbs as shuttles to transport hubs from which 
longer distance journeys could be made. 

 

62 www.sncf-connect.com  
63 https://newsroom.blablacar.fr/news/2-millions-de-tonnes-de-co2-economisees-blablacar-publie-son-rapport-d-
impact-2023  
64 https://mobilityways.com/northern-care-alliance/  
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THEME FOUR: KEEP IT LIGHT  

Most suburban journeys are short with many of the very shortest already made on foot. 
There is potential for light mobility in its widest sense to play a greater role, e-bikes in 
particular. 

Most journeys are short – more than 70% are under five miles, and most of the very shortest 
journeys (under one mile) are made on foot.65 There is clearly scope for more of these 
shorter journeys to be made on foot, wheeled or cycled (as they are in other comparator 
European countries). In recent years there has been a concerted policy push towards getting 
more short journeys made by bike. This culminated in the highly ambitious 2020 ‘Gear 
Change’ DfT strategy.66 Despite this, roads often remain a hostile environment for cycling 
and the number of journeys by bike remains low at a national level. Although, in London, 
where the push to promote cycling began earlier and has been more concentrated there has 
been a significant increase.  

New formats for ‘light mobility’ continue to emerge in ways which also blur the traditional 
differences between modes. In the 20th century motor vehicles (and road design) were 
reduced to a small number of large and fast vehicle types (principally cars, vans, lorries). 
However, in the 21st century we have seen a proliferation of new modes (such as e-scooters 
and e-bikes) and the boundary between the traditional vehicle formats has become fuzzy at 
the edges (examples include trackless ‘trams’, modified push bikes with power packs, and 
micro-cars).  

This infographic from the International Transport Forum (ITF) is a good snapshot of where 
things currently stand. 

 

65 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-travel-survey-2021/national-travel-survey-2021-mode-share-
journey-lengths-and-public-transport-use  
66 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5f1f59458fa8f53d39c0def9/gear-change-a-bold-vision-for-
cycling-and-walking.pdf  
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The ITF conceptualise light mobility as breaking down into: 

● Bicycle-like vehicles (including city, mountain, racing, folding, tricycle and cargo 
bikes). Where they have electric-assist added they can be described as ‘pedelecs’. 

● Scooters (push-scooters or kick-scooters). 
● Powered light mobility includes throttled e-bikes (electric ‘bicycles’ which can go up to 

45 km/h without any pedal input) and micro-vehicles. 
● ‘Car-like’ mobility – the very smallest and lightest cars and urban vehicles.67 

There are also other distinctions within these categories, such as between rental formats 
and personal ownership, as well as – for some formats – between docked and dockless 
provision (for example, for rental bikes).  

Meanwhile something similar is happening in the freight and logistics sector with cargo 
bikes, electric-assist cargo bikes and various types of ‘walkie tuggers’ (battery-powered 
mover of material which the operator walks behind to pull or push heavy loads).  

There’s no reason to suppose this trend towards widening the range and blurring the 
distinctions on road vehicles won’t continue. Indeed, there are considerable advantages to 
some light mobility formats in suburban areas when compared with traditional cars which are 
increasingly designed and marketed around ‘just in case’ scenarios on size, speed, off-road 

 

67 https://www.itf-oecd.org/towards-light-effective-mobility  

https://www.itf-oecd.org/towards-light-effective-mobility
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capabilities. The advantages of substituting light mobility for ‘just in case’ cars include: 
energy use, land take, reducing risk of death and injury to other road users, and use of raw 
materials.  

A study in Germany estimated e-scooters could replace 6% of all car trips and pedelecs and 
cargo pedelecs could replace 27% and 29% of all car trips and 9% and 10% of all car travel 
distances. Micro-electric vehicles could replace between 65% and 75% of all car trips and 
47% to 50% of all car kilometres travelled. Overall, it found that, theoretically, light electric 
mobility could replace 76% of all German car trips and 50% of all car kilometres.68 

However, at the same time there are challenges including: 

● Safety – including spec and build quality for users and their impact on other road and 
pavement users (particularly pedestrians). 

● The wider urban environment (for example, parking of rental scooters). 
● Boom and bust (for example, the flooding of areas with new light mobility options on 

a commercial speculative basis and then sudden withdrawal). 
● The legal and regulatory framework struggling with fuzzy boundaries between modes 

and generally lagging behind. 
● Provision of commercial, rental light mobility modes will most likely be concentrated 

in urban centres rather than lower-density suburbs. 

TWO WORDS FOR CYCLISTS 

The Dutch language has two words for cyclists. The first is fietser (‘bike rider or cyclist’) 
which refers to the vast majority of people in the Netherlands who ride upright utility bikes, 
known as omafiets (‘grandma bike’) or stadsfiets (‘city bicycle’) in their regular clothes. Then 
there are wielrenners (‘wheel runners’) who cycle for speed, sport or recreation and wear 
specific cycling gear as they do so. 

In English there is only one word – cyclist. And this still carries with it the idea of 
exceptionality in terms of an unusual level of enthusiasm or devotion to using a bike. UK 
cyclists also do not typically use upright utility bikes specifically designed for everyday urban 
conditions and everyday urban speeds – like the omafiets / stadsfiets that dominate in cities 
in the Netherlands. So, whilst London is one place in the UK which has seen a big increase 
in cycling (from 1.9% of all trips in 2013 to 4.5% in 2022) bike use skews disproportionately 
white, male, employed and to central and inner London rather than the more universal take-
up and use of bikes across all demographics in the Netherlands.  

Here’s the dedicated pedestrian Iain Sinclair on cyclists using the Regents Canal in London. 

‘The wolves of the peloton express in a blur of territorial imperatives, from the dark bore of 
the bridge, sharp elbows poking for position on the constricted run to Victoria Park. You can 
hear snorts of entitlement as the pumping tights of Canary Wharf mercenaries are frustrated 
for as much as six seconds by a floaty Bloomsbury woman on a rattletrap. As a walker, you 
don’t see the whispering assassins until they are past you. A sudden cut of air. A bell that 
doesn’t ting. The goggled scorn of dismissal for anachronistic life forms.’⁠69  

At the same time this increasing polarisation between cyclists and non-cyclists in the UK has 
led to cyclists being targeted with abuse, threatening driving behaviour in the context where 
cyclists are inherently more vulnerable to death and injury from car drivers than vice versa.  

Chris Boardman (current National Active Travel Commissioner and former Greater 
Manchester Cycling and Walking Commissioner) has sought to address the need to move to 
the normalisation of using bikes (as is the case in countries like Denmark and the 
Netherlands) and de-escalating the culture wars over cycling. For example, in an interview 

 

68 https://elib.dlr.de/196041/1/futuretransp-03-00051-v2.pdf  
69 https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v39/n07/iain-sinclair/the-last-london  

https://elib.dlr.de/196041/1/futuretransp-03-00051-v2.pdf
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with Cycling Weekly70 he said: ‘We don’t want to force people to join our gang’, he says 
when discussing the unwritten rule of cycling uniforms, speeds, types of bikes, and the fear 
of not fitting in, ‘we want to feel like we can join other people’s gangs’. 

And… ‘We need to do better at selling using bikes a way of meeting un-met needs, and not 
trying to enforce riding. Cycling is cross cutting, it means different things to different people. 
Some ride for keeping fit, others need it for mental well-being, and some for transport, or 
freedom. Once people know cycling can meet their needs then they are more likely to start 
riding more.’ 

When at Greater Manchester he said his yardstick for provision for cyclists is that: ‘it must be 
something a 12-year-old would choose to use. That “12-year- old” represents a pensioner, a 
mother, someone with mobility issues, all the people we want to travel by bike instead of car 
but currently don’t.’ 

All of this segues into questions about whether cycle policy is about raising absolute 
volumes (which could mean concentrating, directly or indirectly, on the demographics and 
areas where cycling is already established and exists alongside relatively good public 
transport provision)? Or is it about seeking to get more people cycling within demographics 
and areas where cycling is currently low, and public transport less extensive, but which 
potentially has greater benefits in terms of public health, access to opportunity and reducing 
levels of car ownership (such as lower-density suburbs). 

CATCH ME IF YOU CAN 

An e-bike revolution has swept through mainland Europe. For example, in 2024, Germans 
bought two million e-bikes which meant that, for the first time, more e-bikes were bought in a 
year than pedal-cycles.71 One survey suggests that 28% of Germans now have an e-bike 
compared with 15% five years ago.72  

Mainland Europe has fallen in love with the e-bike for a host of reasons including: 

● The joyous experience of using them 
● Covering more distance in less time 
● Good in headwinds and hillier territory 
● Good for those who are older, less fit or with certain disabilities 
● Reduces need to shower after a journey. 

The UK is lagging behind as it focuses far more on electric cars than it does on electric 
bikes. By extending both the range of cycle journeys and the demographics of users, e-bikes 
have great potential in suburbs (particularly low-density suburbs which are less easy to 
serve by public transport). But there will need to be more national and local policy focus to 
unleash the e-bike revolution in the UK, including: 

● Financial incentives – such as grant schemes and tax incentives. 
● Changing public attitudes and increasing awareness – through bicycle libraries, loan 

schemes and better marketing and promotion. 
● Infrastructure improvements – including better cycle routes and mobility hubs. 
● Security, safety and convenience – with the provision of secure cycle storage and e-

bike maintenance. 

 

70 https://www.cyclingweekly.com/news/ive-been-battered-by-the-cycling-community-for-wearing-normal-clothes-
on-a-bike-chris-boardman-on-the-motivating-power-of-just-wearing-jeans  
71 https://www.cyclingelectric.com/in-depth/electric-bike-sales-around-the-world-pass-key-
milestones#:~:text=In%202024%2C%202.05%20million%20electric,quarters%20of%20sales%20being%20electri
c  
72 https://leva-eu.com/over-a-quarter-of-germans-own-an-e-
bike/#:~:text=Energy%20company%20E.,and%20behavioural%20trends%20and%20preferences  
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● Research and monitoring into pilot programmes that test approaches to incentivise 
the use of e-bikes. 

● Shared e-bikes – with local and transport authorities securing funding targeted to 
introduce e-bikes into existing bike share schemes. ⁠4 

SCOOTING ROUND THE SUBURBS? 

Rental e-scooters (and variants) are often provided on a commercial basis and thus 
concentrated in areas of most demand (typically city centres); however, their potential to 
reduce car dependency is arguably greater in suburban environments, where they could 
offer an option for travelling to and from transport hubs, as well as for education, shopping, 
healthcare, and the wider web of local journeys made in suburbs.  

On an extended visit to Rakvere (Estonia), a small city of 15,000 with extensive low-density 
suburbs, there was evidence – such as parked Bolt scooters in suburban areas – that this is 
happening. 

A study73 (commissioned by Bolt) tested this out in a more methodical way in a much larger 
metropolis – Berlin. Specifically, in Lichenrade and Zelendorf (suburbs on the edge of Berlin) 
and Erkner (a small township on the edge of Berlin). Different operating models were trialled.  

The report found that the main use made was as an alternative or substitute to using a bus 
to connect to a S-Bahn station. The report concludes that:  

Overall, there is great potential to replace short car journeys with sharing 
systems, even in suburban areas, and to replace longer car journeys through an 
intermodal combination of sharing systems in conjunction with public 
transport…Sharing systems can make a valuable contribution as an extension to 
public transport, particularly at times of day when public transport services 
(especially bus services) are thinned out. However, due to the low population 
density, sharing providers have to reckon with reduced economic viability of 
operations. 

This points to a consistent theme – that there will be a greater need for public sector 
intervention in the provision and funding of light mobility options in lower-density suburbs if 
that’s what the local state wants to see. 

THEME FIVE: PUBLIC TRANSPORT 

Suburban public transport needs to be orbital as well as radial. Light rail could play more of a 
role in more suburbs – if it was quicker and cheaper to build (as it is in France). There can 
also be a role for demand responsive transport – when done skilfully – alongside giving 
better access to new housing areas for traditional bus services. 

NOUGHTS AND CROSSES 

Public transport is traditionally radial, providing high-capacity access from the suburbs to city 
centres. Ideally, for rail-based transport, cross-city routes are best as they make more 
efficient use of space in city centres and provide more journey opportunities. The focus on 
cross-city rail links can be seen in the introduction of Thameslink and the Elizabeth Lines in 
London.  

But as we have seen, suburbs have a life of their own, and interact with each as well as with 
the centre. Hence the way in which cities with well-developed public transport networks start 

 

73 https://www.th-
wildau.de/files/Studiengaenge/Radverkehr_in_intermodalen_Verkersnetzen/Project_report_NaMikro.pdf  
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to also focus on the development of more orbital routes (this can be seen in London with the 
London Overground and Superloop bus services).  

However, France is taking this to the next level with massive investment in orbital public 
transport to connect up the suburbs. I went to Paris to take a look at progress already made 
– and what’s coming next. 

 

Paris in orbit 

Slideshow here: https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Paris-in-
Orbit-v2.pdf  

SKILFUL DRT  

It is often argued that fully or partially demand-response public transport (now sometimes 
called micro mobility) is the right solution for lower-density areas which are difficult for fixed 
route conventional bus services to serve. Intuitively it feels right that flexible small buses 
should work better than large buses running on inflexible schedules in low-density suburbia. 
However, the realities of DRT are not so simple. Which is why so many DRT schemes don’t 
last.74 And also why the concept is periodically reinvented. After all, if it was such a sure-fire 
winner it wouldn’t need reinventing as a new idea. 

So why does DRT go wrong and what does it mean to do DRT skilfully? 

Some of the reasons why there is a tendency for DRT to flare up and then die include: 

● People know what a taxi is and they know what a bus is, but an on-demand bus – not 
so much – which is why there’s a need to build and maintain awareness. 

● There are advantages to a fixed bus route (a passenger can plan around the fixed 
times) whereas a DRT service might mean you have to be flexible to fit in with when 
it’s ready for you. 

● To provide a level of service that people will find acceptable you may have to run 
more vehicles (with more staff) than you did with a conventional bus service. You 
may also have costs associated with staff supporting the users / operation. 

● People are suspicious that it’s a here today gone tomorrow gimmick (and they are 
often right), so they are not going to instantly re-engineer their lives around it. 

● A lot of bus users are not digitally confident or savvy in using app-based services. 
You don’t need an app to show up at the bus stop. 

So, what is skilful DRT? 

First of all, it’s about asking why are you doing it? If it’s because you think it’s going to save 
you money; it’s a shiny thing that will get you noticed; it’s going to revolutionise suburban 
public transport; or because you have some money that needs spending in the next couple 
of years – then these are not the right reasons. And the scheme will soon be added to the 
long list of soon forgotten DRT projects.  

Skilful DRT means: 

● Thinking hard about what role you see it playing (for what kind of journeys and for 
whom) and how it fits in with the wider public transport network. For example, is it to 
deepen access to particular large employers? Or to open up more options for those 
who don’t have access to a car (like young people)? Or is it part of a wider 

 

74 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0739885920300937#:~:text=4.6.&text=However%2C%20
other%20literature%20suggests%20larger,region%20(1970–
2019).&text=Many%2Dto%2Dmany%20DRT%20(,worse%20performers%20compared%20other%20designs  
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commitment to give everybody in the area served access to a meaningful level of 
public transport? 

● Starting with pilots of a meaningful scale, and for a meaningful period of time, that 
are going to tell you something about what will happen if you scale up. 

● Recognising that it may be relatively expensive to provide and this will be an on-
going commitment. 

● Recognising that it’s going to work best when it’s part of a wider integrated public 
transport networks (with coordinated fares, timetables that join up, and a single 
guiding hand and brand). 

Orléans is an example of an extensive suburban DRT service which has played a successful 
role in what Orléans is trying to do overall. I went to Orléans to take a look for myself. Here’s 
my slide set on how a smaller city has reinvented its public transport system and the role 
that DRT plays in serving the suburbs in particular.  

Skilful DRT in Orléans 

Slideshow here: https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-
content/uploads/2025/04/Orleans-rethinks-small-city-PT.pdf  

LET THEM IN 

If streets aren’t designed to accommodate the size and manoeuvrability of buses, then there 
will be no bus service. Similarly, if parking arrangements mean buses are too often unable to 
navigate their way through – then you can also forget it. There is a lot of good and bad 
practice out there in new developments – and there is also an excellent guidance document 
that can be found on the Bus Centre of Excellence website on how to ‘design in’ bus access 
to new residential areas.75 

A TRAM RUNS THROUGH IT  

You don’t necessarily need a tram to do good new suburbs. But it sure helps. However, a big 
problem in the UK is the crazily high costs and interminable timescales for building new 
trams. Typically, it costs twice as much and takes twice as long to build a tram in the UK 
than it does in France.76 And new French tram schemes are often part of more successful 
and comprehensive renewal of the urban realm than we manage as part of tram schemes 
here.  

In the UK we’ve ended up importing too many heavy rail costs into light rail, and treating 
every one as a bespoke project. Meanwhile at national level there hasn’t been a concerted 
effort to establish light rail specific sets of norms around design; impact on utilities; planning 
processes; and co-procurement.77 One cause for hope is the Very Light Rail project in 
Coventry which aims to cut the cost of both tram infrastructure and vehicles through 
concentrated innovation. The most promising part of the project is laying track panels on top 
of the road rather than digging the road up and then being charged silly money by the 
utilities for replacing all their pipes that you discover.  

 

 

 

 

75 https://www.buscentreofexcellence.org.uk/bus-services-new-residential-developments  
76 https://www.createstreets.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Tram_Report_Digital.pdf  
77 https://jonathan-bray.com/time-for-a-second-light-rail-revolution  

https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Orleans-rethinks-small-city-PT.pdf
https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Orleans-rethinks-small-city-PT.pdf
https://www.buscentreofexcellence.org.uk/bus-services-new-residential-developments
https://www.createstreets.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Tram_Report_Digital.pdf
https://jonathan-bray.com/time-for-a-second-light-rail-revolution
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THEME SIX: THE STREETS 

Suburban streets are under invested and under pressure from competing demands. This 
pressure will only intensify in the future. 

There are many legitimate priorities for streets and pavements. These include: charging 
infrastructure; play space for children; community events; access for occasional use (funeral 
corteges, house moves); emergency and utility vehicle access; the different needs of people 
with different kinds of disabilities; reducing crime and the fear of crime; climate resilience and 
beautification; benches and street furniture. The list goes on and on. The same street and 
pavements are unlikely to be able to meet all these different legitimate priorities to 
everyone’s satisfaction. Skilfully resolving these objectives takes time, expertise and 
resources from highway authorities – when funding constraints mean they are often short of 
all three. The alternative is to return to the same street again and again to address different 
objectives separately.  

There is substantial under-investment in the fabric of suburban streets and pavements with 
the RAC estimating that there are, on average, six potholes on every mile of local authority 
controlled highway.78 This can lead to trip hazards (with potentially severe consequences for 
older and more vulnerable people); an unattractive and potentially dangerous environment 
for some light mobility formats (such as push bikes or e-scooters) and damage to vehicles.  

CROSSTOWN TRAFFIC  

The transport sector’s enthusiasm for different forms of traffic restraint tends to come in 
waves. Traffic calming, congestion charging, low traffic neighbourhoods have all been top of 
the tree at different periods in recent decades.  

However, in reality, there are numerous ways that traffic restraint can be achieved even 
when one format for traffic restraint is at the centre of public and professional attention. 
Some of these terms and policies also have significant similarities or are a different way of 
describing broadly the same thing. 

This includes:  

● School streets 
● Low Traffic Neighbourhoods 
● Traffic calming 
● Healthy streets 
● Traffic filters 
● Fietstraats (streets where bicycles have priority over cars) 
● Parking controls and charging 
● Pedestrianisation 
● Mini-Hollands 
● Road space reallocation 
● Pavement parking enforcement 
● Speed restrictions (for example, 20mph) 
● Congestion charging 
● Curb space management 
● Low Emission Zones 
● Home zones; 
● and more…  

The descriptors that are used are significant in themselves in terms of perceptions (see Part 
Three), but it is also important to realise that there is a big palette of measures available 

 

78 https://www.rac.co.uk/drive/advice/driving-advice/rac-pothole-index-statistics-data-and-projections/  

https://www.rac.co.uk/drive/advice/driving-advice/rac-pothole-index-statistics-data-and-projections/
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(whatever the policy flavour of the month might be) which will have different impacts on 
different people and potentially different kinds of opposition. There are also some measures 
that are more ‘big bang’ in terms of both impact and perception. For example, ratcheting up 
of parking controls is more slow burn and below the radar than introducing area-wide 
congestion charging. As the celebrated city planner, Jan Gehl, said:  

In Copenhagen, we have reduced the number of parking spaces by 2% to 3% 
every year for 40 years. People haven’t noticed because we’ve given them 
something better in return: more space for people, more cafes, and more life.  

There’s also the question of what the expressed motivation is for these schemes (from lofty 
climate goals to reducing danger to more immediate and specific goals of reducing road 
danger for school children at the start and end of the school day).  

BINNED OFF 

Why do so many new build UK 21st century suburbs look so joyless, bleak and utilitarian? 
Many reasons – but one is the hidden syntax of regulations and guidance which seeks to 
priviIege one particular municipal function, or public policy objective, in isolation from its 
wider implications. 

One example is municipal waste collection which has had the tendency to demand that 
street design be driven by the needs of bin lorries and their crews rather than the other way 
round.79 So, for example many local authorities have standards stating that bin collectors 
must be able to pick up bins without walking more than a few metres and for roads that can 
be used by large refuse trucks. Makes sense for the local authority department responsible 
for waste collection. However, it leads to unsightly turning areas which are rarely used; wide 
out of scale roads and junctions; and individual household wheely bins periodically cluttering 
pavements. This approach takes space that could have been used for homes or green 
space. In mainland Europe it is much more common to see communal rubbish facilities 
(often with the rubbish stored underground). There are also vehicle technologies (such as 
rear axle turning) and other workarounds that can reduce the need for domestic rubbish for 
households to be removed using the largest and least flexible vehicles available. 

Another secret influence over our suburbs is the police. Their ‘Secured By Design’ (SBD) 
guidance says that parking spaces must be overlooked by a kitchen or living room. This 
mitigates against collective parking solutions and promotes parking space at the expense of 
green space and contributes to the visual dominance of the car and car parking in suburban 
landscapes. The same advice also:  

…favours winding dead-end cul-de-sacs and discourages linking those cul-de-
sacs via footpaths. This lack of “permeability” extends journey times for walkers 
and cyclists and thus discourages them. In the process this paranoid style of 
street design also kills off streets as places where people might meet and 
interact.80 

These two examples of unintended consequences are part of a larger problem with the lack 
of a holistic approach to street design, which recognises the many different legitimate calls 
on what streets need to do, and how best to manage and reconcile inevitable trade-offs in a 
way which contributes to wider social and environmental goals. In the absence of a holistic 
approach, street design becomes the ugly outcome of power struggles between the interests 
and influences of very different professions and bureaucracies. In general, this is a battle 
arbitrated by rigid rules and regulations and implemented with a military / engineering 
mentality which squeezes out creativity, informality and the wider needs of human beings. 

 

79 https://www.createstreets.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/The-bin-lorry-effect-2.pdf  
80 https://www.createstreets.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/The-bin-lorry-effect-2.pdf  

https://www.createstreets.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/The-bin-lorry-effect-2.pdf
https://www.createstreets.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/The-bin-lorry-effect-2.pdf
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GOING NEXT LEVEL ON STREET DESIGN IN FLANDERS 

Ghent has been getting lots of attention over its radical re-organisation of street space and 
priorities. But there’s more to explore in Belgium. I travelled to Kortrijk to take a look at how 
this small city has cleverly rethought its street space. 

Streets ahead in Kortrijk 

Slide set here: https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Streets-
ahead-in-Kortrijk-ppt.pdf  

  

https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Streets-ahead-in-Kortrijk-ppt.pdf
https://jonathan-bray.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Streets-ahead-in-Kortrijk-ppt.pdf
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PART THREE: 
Behavioural science and 
transport in the suburbs 
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Mind games  
This section argues that there should be a greater role for insights and expertise from 
behavioural science in suburban transport policy making and delivery – especially in 
relation to traffic restraint. 

FACTS DON’T CHANGE PEOPLE’S MINDS 

You need an engineering mindset to build a transit system. But once that transit system is in 
place, how it’s used is down to human behaviour and perception. For example, the use of 
WIFI tracking in 2016 showed more than half of London Underground users didn’t take the 
most direct route from Liverpool Street to Victoria.81  

Hard facts don’t change people’s minds. Indeed, humans don’t like changing their mind and 
they deploy all sorts of mental gymnastics to stop themselves from doing so. This is one of a 
wide range of behavioural traits that are highly relevant to transport. 

STATUS QUO BIAS AND LOSS AVERSION 

People prefer things to remain the same (in part because people tend to fear losses more 
than they appreciate gains). The status quo is also less effort, more certain and to an extent 
it is psychologically already ‘owned’. 

A study in Ireland82 illustrated this syndrome by taking two demographically identical groups 
and presenting one with a scenario where a town had been redesigned to make cycling and 
walking easier. They presented a second scenario to the second group. Exactly the same 
town redesign was put to the group – but this time as a proposal. The second group were 
much less favourable than the first. One of the conclusions of the study is that one of the 
best hopes for proposing change is to underline the ways it will make things how they used 
to be! 

PLURALISTIC IGNORANCE 

Pluralistic ignorance is a phenomenon in which people mistakenly believe that others 
predominantly hold an opinion different from their own. For example, because protestors 
against a low emission zone are voluble and get a lot of media coverage, someone who 
supports it may keep that view to themselves because they assume most people are against 
it (even when in reality the majority may support the measure).83  

DIFFERENT SOCIAL GROUPS RESPONDING DIFFERENTLY TO PROPOSED CHANGE 

Different social groups respond to different arguments and approaches. Many of those 
promoting new approaches to streets and transport services will be tech-savvy, eco-
conscious, early adopters. But in many suburban areas there will be much larger numbers of 
people who could be classified as ‘traditional, conservatives’.  

In Germany, a campaign to boost domestic heat pump take-up in traditional conservative 
suburbs used behavioural science insights to tailor its approach. The campaign rested on 
the way in which traditional conservatives: 

 

81 https://londonpublishingpartnership.co.uk/books/transport-for-humans-are-we-nearly-there-yet/  
82 https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/WP755v2_0.pdf  
83 https://www.transportandhealth.org.uk/pluralistic-ignorance-is-alive-and-should-be-challenged/  

https://londonpublishingpartnership.co.uk/books/transport-for-humans-are-we-nearly-there-yet/
https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/WP755v2_0.pdf
https://www.transportandhealth.org.uk/pluralistic-ignorance-is-alive-and-should-be-challenged/
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● Tend to seek security, normality and risk avoidance. 
● Value success, status and trusted solutions and brands. 
● Need clear, structured implementation steps and economic viability is less relevant 

than affordable payments. 
● View choice and autonomy as a basis of acceptance of change. 

It therefore based its approach on acknowledging doubts and scepticism; providing clear 
roadmaps and best practice; signalling inevitably, inducing urgency and personal relevance; 
and facilitating access to trusted service providers; recognising that you don’t need to 
persuade everybody – 25% is the tipping point.84 

So, does transport need to get better at using behavioural science insights when it 
communicates with different social groups – particularly to more conservative and traditional 
cohorts? Rather than focussing on talking to ‘people like us’ (technocrats and/or green early 
adopters)? 

MIND YOUR LANGUAGE 

The vast majority of people are not interested in transport per se – but they are interested in 
how it affects their daily lives. However, there is a tendency in any professional sector to use 
jargon (to both cut to the chase and to delineate their own zone of control). There’s a related 
tendency to use words which relate to policy ideals and/or process rather than the objective 
those processes aim to achieve.  

Phrases like ’Low Traffic Neighbourhoods’ focus on the means (‘low traffic’) rather than the 
intended ends (a better neighbourhood). Whilst ‘Mobility as a Service’ and ‘Mobility Hubs’ 
use the word ‘Mobility’ which doesn’t have much resonance in the UK and is often 
associated with disability issues (for example, mobility scooters). ‘Mobility as a Service’, in 
particular, is a word salad of Euro-jargon which in part has sustained its longevity among 
professionals because you can use it as a label for a wide variety of initiatives. But it’s 
doubtful many members of the public have a clue about what it’s supposed to mean.  

These technocratic phrases can often get caught up in the culture war as catch-all code for a 
shadowy, comfortable professional and managerial class trying to impose their ideas in a 
way which is going to make your life more difficult rather than less, whilst feathering their 
own nest. Yet even when this happens, the transport profession tends to double down on 
these phrases regardless. Whilst the forces of reaction are much cuter at periodically 
changing their code words. So, when one descriptor becomes tired or tainted they come up 
with a new one as the basis for a new offensive. For example, the phrases ‘right on’, 
‘politically correct’, ‘woke’, ‘DEI’ have been concurrently used to demonise broadly the same 
thing. 

So, can we also get better at abandoning descriptors that don’t work or have become a 
culture war code? Can we get better describing the ends not the means? At speaking 
human? Perhaps Transport for West Midlands has shown the way by calling their mobility 
hubs, ‘Local Travel Points’ instead? 

A STORM IS COMING 

What has become known as the ‘Goodwin curve’ (see graphic below) has been seen 
repeatedly in recent years. It describes a phenomenon whereby opposition to schemes 
(which had enjoyed reasonable support at consultation) snowballs just prior to 
implementation.  

 

84 https://citychangers.org/hannover-heat-
pumps/#:~:text=Not%20Everyone%20is%20an%20Ally,change%20or%20even%20climate%20protection  

https://citychangers.org/hannover-heat-pumps/#:~:text=Not%20Everyone%20is%20an%20Ally,change%20or%20even%20climate%20protection
https://citychangers.org/hannover-heat-pumps/#:~:text=Not%20Everyone%20is%20an%20Ally,change%20or%20even%20climate%20protection
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Around this point it can become the defining local political issue with increasingly dire 
predictions about how damaging the proposal will be and how dismal the fate or any 
politician that sticks with it will be. Following actual implementation, opposition usually 
declines as people become used to the impacts (and/or find there are benefits); move onto 
another issue; admit defeat; or no longer have the necessary energy to devote to the issue. 

This all-consuming peaking of opposition can lead to three responses to authorities: carry on 
regardless; modify; abandon.  

There are examples of all three approaches in recent years: 

● Cambridge road user charging (abandoned). 
● Walthamstow Mini-Hollands (carried through to implementation). 
● Extension of the Low Emission Zone in London (implemented but with additional 

compensatory measures plus the scale of the backlash led to abandonment of further 
moves to extend road user charging). 

● 20 mph zones in Wales (implemented and then modified by the incoming transport 
minister who criticised aspects of the implementation of the scheme by his 
predecessor). 

● Package of traffic management measures for Oxford (key elements put on ice). 

All of these examples relate to what can be perceived to be ‘anti-car’ restrictions on the 
freedom and utility that car ownership can symbolise (which then gets tied up in wider 
‘culture wars’). When combined with status quo bias (which we explore in Part Three) and 
wider concerns about household budgets, this can lead to division and conflict.  

The storm of opposition that can come after what seemed like a successful consensus 
building exercise (as was the case for 20mph zones in Wales) can take politicians by 
surprise. 

So, how can authorities respond to the Goodwin curve? 

Here are some thoughts:  

• Politicians need to be aware that a crisis of opposition may come. 

• It could be worth having thought ahead about modifications and compensatory 
measures if that route is to be contemplated. 

• Adequate resourcing (and quickly) needs to be available for stakeholder relations, 
comms and media during a crisis. 
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• Go early or go home: it’s easier to get radical policies implemented when a politician 
has a strong mandate and at the start of their term of office (for example, Ken 
Livingstone’s introduction of road user charging). 

• There will be ramifications of modifying/abandoning the scheme. Retreating suggests 
you were wrong in the first place; were out of touch with public opinion when you 
proposed it and/or you lack backbone. Likely it will be followed by a period of 
abstention from radical policies. 

• If you ride out the storm, then the Goodwin curve suggests that opposition will die 
down and the extreme ‘end of the world’ predictions about its impacts will not be 
borne out. This results in a credibility and respect dividend and can provide the basis 
for pursuing further radical measures. 

• Do you want to use a ‘softly, softly’ approach through piloting measures where 
problems are particularly acute or where there is most support (for example, traffic 
management measures outside schools)? Whilst such an approach allows new ideas 
to be established, normalised and tested – they can also limit their impacts, extend 
timescales for wider implementation and lead to a two-tier approach to an area. 

TALK TO ME 

We all know what public consultation looks like – reports, websites, public meetings and 
drop-ins. Ticks the boxes and does the job. Or does it? Why is backlash so common at 
implementation points? And who are we bringing into the tent with conventional 
approaches? In Brussels plans for less-traffic based local streets came to nought following a 
backlash post consultation and pre-implementation. So, next time around they took a 
different approach. Don’t go with a plan, host the conversation instead. And given this was 
about more vibrant local streets, they hosted that conversation in the street with a not-for-
profit street kitchen dishing out free pancakes and games which require collaboration and 
trust. In Ghent they’ve gone one step further. As part of a citizens’ jury exercise on renewing 
the canal corridor in the city, each member was asked to take on the persona of different 
elements in the flora and fauna to ensure nature’s voice was represented. Are tick box 
consultations starting to go the way of the office tie?85 

WHO IS ROUND THE TABLE WHEN DECISIONS ARE TAKEN? 

Transport organisations tend to value traditional harder skills – around engineering, 
operations, finance, legal. It’s these interests and mindsets which are most represented 
when the big decisions are taken. Softer skills, and expertise in areas like behavioural 
science, are seen as more peripheral. 

This is a mistake, as the thing that halts progressive policy change is not our ability to 
implement change; it’s our inability to communicate, engage and persuade effectively.  

The ‘go to’ book on behavioural science and transport is ‘Transport for Humans’ 86 which 
makes a number of suggestions on how transport organisations can apply behavioural 
science, including: 

● Hire applied behavioural scientists into existing teams, or as a dedicated function. 
● Apply behavioural models to diagnose issues. 
● Use frameworks to create wider sets of ideas, ideally co-designed with users and 

non- users. 
● Invest in field trials, pilots and online experience. 
● Train transport planners in behavioural science basics. 

 

85 Ghent and Brussels examples from presentations to 2025 Urban Futures conference in Łódź. 
86 https://www.transportforhumans.com  

https://www.transportforhumans.com/
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● Learn from experiences of employees on the ground (drivers, conductors, service 
staff, cleaners), they all have valuable contributions to make. 

● Establish a position on ethics, include appreciating that not applying behavioural 
science is itself a moral position. 
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PART FOUR: Making the 
connections on transport, 
housing, energy and 
climate resilience 
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Making the connections 
Just as the environmental crises we face are multi-dimensional and interlinked, so will 
be the ways in which we will need to respond. In this section of the paper we therefore 
focus on how to break down the barriers between the sectors in the four key areas for 
suburban decarbonisation (and associated climate heating): transport, energy, the 
built environment and climate resilience. 

MAKING THE CONNECTIONS ON THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

Transport may be the largest contributor to UK carbon emissions but, as the CCC argues, at 
least for land transport there is a clear pathway to decarbonisation through electrification.87  

Decarbonising the built environment has had less attention and in some ways is a more 
difficult challenge given the age, energy inefficiency and poor condition of so much of the UK 
built environment. Although there have been some overall improvements in domestic energy 
efficiency (for example, from more efficient gas boilers) there are still millions of homes 
which need significant investment. However, there are challenges around skills shortages; 
poorer households’ inability to finance improvements; the age, construction and design of 
some older homes; the lack of a comprehensive and straightforward government framework 
for householders to decarbonise their homes; and lack of clarity over how gas boilers are to 
be phased out and replaced. 

Whilst decarbonisation and sustainability are now more of a priority for the housing sector 
(particularly for the local authority and social housing sector), by and large the housing and 
transport sectors operate in separate silos with different cultures, jargon and outlooks. 

MAKING THE CONNECTIONS ON ENERGY 

Although good progress has been made on decarbonising the grid there are challenges 
around: 

● The backlog of clean energy providers and users to be connected to the grid. 
● The grid isn’t big enough to cope with the increase in demand or in renewable energy 

generation suppliers. 
● The lack of strategic planning resulting from a fragmented and marketised electricity 

generation and supply sector. 
● Balancing supply and demand for electricity due to shortage of electricity storage 

capacity. 
● Shortage of skilled workers. 

If the national grid is under pressure and may not be able to respond as quickly in supplying 
the green energy the transport sector wants, then there are some Do-it-Yourself options. 

Technology now allows communities and organisations to opt out of the national grid, to a 
greater or lesser extent, via microgrids. So, at the level of a suburban housing area this 
would mean local energy generation (roof-top solar panels, wind turbines, heat pumps) for 
local homes, businesses and public buildings. Software can monitor all the different 
elements on the network to smooth out peaks and troughs in generation and demand whilst 
electric vehicle batteries can be used for storage or release of energy.  

 

87 https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/progress-in-reducing-emissions-2025-report-to-parliament/  

https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/progress-in-reducing-emissions-2025-report-to-parliament/
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Whilst there are large-scale pilots in places like Hyllie in Malmo88 it’s relatively early days for 
the concept in the UK, but here are some examples which sit broadly in this space: 

● Nottingham is home to the UK’s first vehicle-to-grid (V2G) demonstrator project. 
Solar panels, battery storage and 40 bi-directional electric vehicle charging units 
have been fitted to the City Council’s Eastcroft Depot. The pilot aims to maximise the 
use of renewable energy that is generated locally by using the batteries and the 40 
V2G vehicles for short-term storage of the electricity generated by the solar panels at 
the depot. Monitored by a purpose-built Energy Management System, the bi-
directional charging units can send power back to the buildings on the depot or to the 
grid during peak times, balancing the demand of electricity and reducing energy 

costs.89 

• The Frampton Park Estate in Hackney where energy generated by solar panels on 
the roofs of local authority housing blocks is fed into a semi-autonomous solar 
microgrid for the benefit of the residents who sign up (although EVs are not part of 

this scheme).⁠90  

There are also examples in the UK of connections being made between transport and 
energy for heating including: 

● Islington Council’s Bunhill Energy Centre is the first scheme in the world to take 
waste heat from an underground metro system and convert it into energy for local 
use. By utilising the site of a long-closed underground station, warm air is extracted 
from the Northern Line tunnels and then routed to a new above ground energy 
centre. The formerly wasted heat is then used to provide heating and hot water to 
more than 1,350 homes, a school and two leisure centres in Islington.91 

● In the city centre of Leeds, the installation of a new municipal district heating network 
was planned alongside above surface street improvements – including greater 
priority for buses, wider pavements and new street trees.92 

THE ELECTRIFICATION OF THE SUBURBS 

Much of the original focus on vehicle electrification was on the vehicles rather than the 
charging infrastructure. But in some ways the vehicles are the easy bit – the true and 
daunting scale of the less glamorous job of enabling vehicles to charge is now becoming 
apparent. Especially daunting given that an estimated 90% of charging takes place at 
home93 whilst an estimated 32.8% of UK households do not have access to off-street 
parking, where they can charge on their own property.94 

Some of the issues for suburbs include: 

● Front gardens being replaced by hard standing in order to provide easier access to 
home charging. 

● The positioning of public charging points on suburban streets can obstruct 
pavements or be at the expense of other legitimate calls on street space such as 
street trees. 

● Grid capacity and connections. 

 

88 https://www.eon.com/en/business-customers/success-stories/hyllie-project.html  
89 https://www.mynottinghamnews.co.uk/innovative-electric-vehicle-charging-project-launches-in-nottingham/  
90 https://reasonstobecheerful.world/london-solar-microgrids/  
91 https://www.islington.gov.uk/~/media/sharepoint-lists/public-
records/energyservices/information/leaflets/20212022/20210923bunhillheatandpowernetworkbrochure.pdf  
92 https://www.leeds-pipes.co.uk  
93 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/electric-vehicles-costs-charging-and-infrastructure/electric-
vehicles-costs-charging-and-infrastructure  
94 https://www.zapmap.com/ev-stats/home-and-community-charging  

https://www.eon.com/en/business-customers/success-stories/hyllie-project.html
https://www.mynottinghamnews.co.uk/innovative-electric-vehicle-charging-project-launches-in-nottingham/
https://reasonstobecheerful.world/london-solar-microgrids/
https://www.islington.gov.uk/~/media/sharepoint-lists/public-records/energyservices/information/leaflets/20212022/20210923bunhillheatandpowernetworkbrochure.pdf
https://www.islington.gov.uk/~/media/sharepoint-lists/public-records/energyservices/information/leaflets/20212022/20210923bunhillheatandpowernetworkbrochure.pdf
https://www.leeds-pipes.co.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/electric-vehicles-costs-charging-and-infrastructure/electric-vehicles-costs-charging-and-infrastructure
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/electric-vehicles-costs-charging-and-infrastructure/electric-vehicles-costs-charging-and-infrastructure
https://www.zapmap.com/ev-stats/home-and-community-charging
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● Cabling and trip hazards where vehicles are using a domestic charger to charge 
vehicles parked on the public highway. 

● Installation logistics of dealing with various authorities. 
● Availability of public charging facilities when there is demand from multiple 

households; 
● Local authority capability, capacity and resourcing to meet demand (a survey by 

Vauxhall found that 56.5% of those local authorities that responded did not have a 
published on-street residential charging strategy in place).95 

● Maintenance and upkeep of on-street charging infrastructure (including payment and 
electricity supply). 

● Higher costs of public charging when compared with home charging. 

Among the technical solutions are: 

● Cable gullies for cabling between on-street parking and residential charge points 
● Use of lamp posts 
● Community charging hubs (see also mobility hubs). 

Overall, the same attention that has been given to electric vehicles and charging facilities on 
national highways now needs to be directed to residential charging.  

MAKING THE CONNECTIONS ON CLIMATE RESILIENCE 

ONE OF PUBLIC TRANSPORT’S BIGGEST CHALLENGES? 

Network Rail and Highways England account for around 8.5% of land in England.96 And 
that’s before we get into land space taken by parking, local roads, disused land formerly 
used for transportation-related purposes (for example, former railway goods yards) and land 
take for metro and light rail systems. There are informed choices to be made about the use 
of this land which includes not just on climate resilience but also for housing (for example, on 
disused railway land) or for energy generation (such as solar panels on the roofs of transport 
facilities).  

Awareness of the need to adapt their land take to improve climate resilience has grown 
rapidly at Network Rail who now describe climate change as one of the biggest challenges 
facing the railway today.97 Some local authorities have also pushed it up the priority list (such 
as Lambeth, Cardiff and Sheffield). Yet more widely there’s a sense that climate resilience is 
a second order priority and is easily pushed aside in favour of more traditional pre-
occupations with major new roads. For example, the £10 billion plus cost of the Lower 
Thames Crossing could have funded a significant programme of sustainable drainage 
schemes on the existing road network, reducing the costs and disruption of flooding 
alongside other benefits (such as biodiversity and public health). 

THEY TORE DOWN PARADISE AND THEY PUT UP A PARKING LOT 

The lack of priority for biodiversity and climate resilience can be seen happening in lower-
density suburbs right now as front gardens are paved over for hard standing for cars. 

The demise of the traditional suburban front garden is driven by a number of factors: 

● Rising levels of car ownership and number of cars per household. 
● The increasing size and bulk of cars (sometimes making them too big to fit in older 

garages). 

 

95 https://www.carsupermarket.com/blog/plugging-the-gap-uks-struggle-to-electrify-residential-streets  
96 https://www.countryfile.com/environment/who-owns-england-history-of-englands-landownership-and-how-
much-is-privately-owned-today 
97 https://www.networkrail.co.uk/sustainability/climate-change/climate-change-adaptation/ 
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https://www.countryfile.com/environment/who-owns-england-history-of-englands-landownership-and-how-much-is-privately-owned-today
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● Garages being converted to other uses (storage or an extra room). 
● The care and maintenance required to keep a front garden neat is greater than if it is 

paved over. 
● Contractors lacking the skills or incentive to promote anything other than complete 

paving over of front gardens. 
● Reduced car insurance premiums compared with on-street parking. 
● The ‘crossover’ (drop curbs for car access to residential properties) can incentivise 

paving over. 
● Access to domestic charging points for electric cars. 
● The belief that it will increase the value of the property (though there are prisoner’s 

dilemma issues here: if a whole street gets rid of its front gardens, the street as a 
whole becomes scruffier and less attractive, thus potentially reducing individual 
house values). 

● Changing household demographics (for example, more offspring living at home as 
young adults). 

● Lack of knowledge by householders about the implications of paving over front 
gardens (according to a survey by Aviva only a third of people believe that lack of 
natural planting in a garden can increase flood risk).98  

There are the stirrings of a fightback against the concreting over of more of suburban Britain. 
For example, in the archetypal suburb of Southfields in London, a community group is 
transforming the 12 streets of the ‘Southfields Grid’ by increasing the number of planted front 
gardens and tree bases in the area and work with like-minded projects to raise awareness of 
the benefits of a greener environment.99   

GOING NEXT LEVEL ON THE CLIMATE RESILIENCE OF SUBURBAN STREETS 

IT’S THE TREES, STUPID 

Berlin’s unique and gritty urban buzz is set in a sea of parks and forest which makes it one of 
the greenest cities in Europe. It’s a winning combination that means for now Berlin remains 
too cool for school. But this is under threat – not just from mass tourism and soaring property 
prices – but also from rising temperatures. Across Europe heat stress now kills more people 
than cars (in a single year 416 Berliners died from heat stress – 12 times more than from 
road crashes). To make ever hotter urban heat islands more survivable (last summer Berlin 
had periods of 40-degree temperatures) counter measures are needed. And that means 
more tree cover. However, in Berlin tree cover is deteriorating as the city’s street trees are in 
bad shape with 50 to 90% in poor condition. Most trees which are cut down aren’t replanted. 
This means by 2040 Berlin could have 100,000 fewer trees (that’s almost 20% less than 
now). All this means Berlin is becoming hotter, greyer, drier and more dangerous for too 
many people (particularly older and disabled people and those on tight budgets). The 
BaumEntscheid (‘tree decision’) campaign fought to change this through a new law which 
was passed in 2025. The law is based on (though may not fully reflect in all respects) the 
campaign’s call for: 

● One million healthy street trees 
● 1000 ‘cooling islands’ 
● 100 new parks 
● Half of urban greenery watering to come from rainwater 
● Street trees every 15 metres 
● Drops in temperature in heat stress areas. 

 

98 https://www.cprelondon.org.uk/news/paving-your-front-garden-can-increase-flood-risk/ 
99 https://www.frontgardenfriendly.org 
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Proposals for practical climate resilience measures (more trees!) can be more popular (and 
with different types of people) than Net Zero abstractions. So, 80% of Berliners polled 
supported the proposal and the older and less educated are more in favour than the young 
and educated. No political party voted against it when it went to the final decision on the 
legislation. The entire project will come with a chunky price tag – which shows how doing 
climate resilience properly won’t be an addendum to budgets – it will be a significant budget 
head in years to come.100 

GREENING MANSFIELD’S STREETS TO STOP FLOODING  

The town of Mansfield is one of the most at-risk communities in Nottinghamshire, with almost 
1,000 people living in homes classed as ‘high risk’ from flooding.  A £76 million project (the 
largest flood resilience scheme in the UK) has transformed the town into a more flood 
resilient community, with 334 Sustainable Urban Drainage Schemes (SUDs) installed adding 
over 31 million litres of capacity to the drainage network that runs underneath the town. The 
measures included: 

● Bioswales (sunken channels adjacent to roads to capture surface runoff). 
● Detention basins (like bioswales but usually in larger green areas such as parks).  
● Rain gardens (small gardens, often on the corner of a pavement and road, with 

layers of permeable materials). 
● Tree pits (grids below the roots that capture and slow the rainwater).   
● Permeable paving (used on hard surfaces with gaps that allow water to filter 

through).101  

TILE WHIPPING IN THE LOW COUNTRIES 

In the Netherlands (and now Flanders) there is an annual Tegelwippen (tile-whipping 
contest). This is where people from different municipalities compete for who can replace the 
most garden paving in favour of nature. This has proved to be a fun and effective way of 
encouraging people to re-green suburban streets which have been steadily paved over in 
the name of being neat and orderly. This year (2025) Venlo won for large municipalities 
(getting rid of 271,290), Roosendaal scooped the prize for medium-sized municipalities 
(192,482 tiles pulled up) and Valkenburg aan de Geul triumphed for small municipalities with 
five tiles removed for every resident. Across the Netherlands / Flanders a staggering 
7.4 million tiles were removed.102  

BELFAST GREENS ITS ALLEYWAYS 

Some historic suburban housing types have a communal back alley designed to give access 
to the back yards and rear entrances to houses. These back alleys can degenerate into 
wheely bin runs, dumping grounds, places for illicit and undesirable activities and a potential 
access route for burglars. However, in some places these back alleys are being reclaimed. 
In 2015, Brad Ruddy along with neighbours and student volunteers from nearby Queen’s 
University, turned the narrow alley behind her street into Wildflower Alley. Residents started 
small. ‘We painted our back doors bright colours, [each] bought a plant, brought out 
decorations from the house, old things we didn’t want or need,’ Ruddy says.103 From there, 
wildflower seeds donated by Grow Wild, the national outreach programme of the Royal 
Botanic Gardens in Kew, and compost from Queen’s University, allowed the alley to 
blossom. Once a place that suffered from vandalism and fly-tipping, the space is now a 
colourful, plant-filled place for residents to enjoy. Since then, other communities in Belfast 

 

100 https://www.baumentscheid.de  
101 https://www.arup.com/projects/mansfield-sustainable-drainage-systems/  
102 https://www.nk-tegelwippen.nl  
103 https://www.laurelbankfarm.org/recipes/the-growing-potential-of-belfasts-alleyways  
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have followed suit. Now more ambitious plans are afoot. A wider ‘manifesto’104 has been 
launched calling for over 200km of alleyways in the city to be reclaimed and used by local 
communities. The plan comes from the ‘9ft in Common’ project, which takes its name from 
the typical width of an alley in Belfast. They have calculated that there are at least 202km 
(126 miles) of alleyways in Belfast, an area equivalent to over 76 football pitches. 

And if just 10% of the area occupied by the city's alleys were converted into edible growing 
spaces then Belfast’s alleys could yield annually105: 

● 350,000 garlic bulbs 
● 1.4 million carrots 
● 250,000 turnips 
● 600,000 bunches of parsley 
● 1 million beetroots 
● 110,000 cabbages 

SWEDEN’S LARGEST NEW RESIDENTIAL DEVELOPMENT  

Stockholm Royal Seaport is the largest urban development area in Sweden, with plans for at 
least 12,000 new homes and 35,000 workplaces. Climate resilience is front and centre of the 
scheme as I found out on a brilliant tour which I’ve turned into a glideshow. 

Royal Seaport Stockholm  

Glideshow here: https://new.express.adobe.com/webpage/Ixlg5UhXmPik9  

 

SIX SIZES FITS ALL? 

One of the contentions of this paper is that decarbonising suburbs is best done by looking at 
transport, the built environment and energy together – given the links and potential synergies 
between the three.  

However, this is an intimidating prospect given the complexities both within each sector and 
the wider disconnect between the institutions, cultures and expertise of the three sectors.  

A way of making this more manageable could be to develop a series of housing archetypes 
which would allow for the creation of template approaches to their decarbonisation across 
the built environment, transport and energy, and all done in the most efficient, appropriate 
and holistic way.  

For transport the suburban archetypes could be broken down into: 

● Large detached 
● Semi-detached between and after the wars 
● High-density Victorian terraces 
● Pre-Victorian terraces and houses 
● Flats and high rises built within the existing urban fabric 
● Public / private housing estates originally built on green field sites. 

Thinking about transport and planning provision by archetype would also help a move away 
from one-size fits all thinking about transport in the suburbs.  

So, for example, in areas of high-density Victorian terraces it’s often not possible for every 
household to have a car due to lack of garages and not enough on-street parking to go 
round. So, levels of car dependency are necessarily lower to start with. Whereas in areas of 

 

104 https://9ftincommon.com/2024/12/manifesto-for-the-alleys/  
105 https://www.laurelbankfarm.org/recipes/the-growing-potential-of-belfasts-alleyways 
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low-density, detached housing there are probably high levels of multiple car ownership per 
household with high car dependency – but with the possibility of removing the need for the 
‘just in case’ vehicle (if reducing car ownership is the goal). 

With different broad archetypes it would be possible to have broad template approaches.  

So, for example, in the high-density areas of Victorian terraces the template could include: 

● Good walking, cycling and wheeling access (including to public transport routes and 
stations). 

● Access to shared light mobility and shared car and vans (including via mobility hubs 
which could also include parcel lockers). 

● Decarbonisation of homes alongside the renewal of the street space in locally 
appropriate ways that reflects the need for: shared, safe, recreational space; walking 
and light mobility; parking management which reflects priorities (like access for 
disabled people); and improved climate resilience. 

● Local microgrids (incorporating local generation and storage) which provide power for 
homes as well as electric vehicles and light mobility. 

● Collective refuse disposal with underground storage. 

In a lower-density area of large, detached houses with multiple car ownership, the key 
priorities could be promoting the decarbonisation of homes alongside ensuring the 
availability of domestic power supply for electric vehicles. Private homes could become their 
own mobility hubs as they acquire e-scooters and e-bikes alongside the private car. 20mph 
speed limits and well-maintained pavements could make the use of different light mobility 
formats feel safer and more enticing, especially with safe and secure parking at key 
destinations (like stations). Feeder demand responsive bus services and shared car services 
could also play a role in reducing the need for a ‘just in case’ car, and the need for a 
household vehicle fleet to act as ‘mum or dad’s’ taxi for young people of below driving age. 
Similarly, access to a wider range of vehicles via car clubs could reduce the need for the 
number and size of vehicles that households own. These measures could be accompanied 
by campaigns on the benefits and practicalities of de-paving front gardens. 

However, a counter-argument to a broad template approach would be that there has been a 
great deal of research already into UK housing archetypes in relation to their 
decarbonisation. This research shows that housing archetypes can be constructed on the 
basis of multiple criteria including housing era and age; type; size and number of rooms; 
heating source and energy efficiency. If all variations of these dimensions are in play (with 
transport and climate resilience layered in) then this could lead to thousands of archetypes. 
In the case of energy efficiency measures a more multi-tiered and sophisticated level of 
archetypes makes sense. But at the same time, it doesn’t mean that broader and fewer 
archetypes couldn’t play a useful role in establishing more common and holistic approaches 
across the three sectors – in the process helping make the task of decarbonisation more 
manageable. 

CLIMATE BUDGETING 

Whilst most authorities have a target for reducing their carbon emissions this isn’t 
necessarily rooted in the institution itself and what its staff do when they log on at the start of 
the week. Hence in the UK we are starting to see the process whereby untethered targets 
are being abandoned (those of the Scottish Government for example106). 

Carbon budgeting changes this by embedding climate goals straight into how the 
organisation plans their spending. It’s a governance system that connects the whole of 
government to the city’s climate targets through specific budget allocations, assigns clear 

 

106 https://www.politico.eu/article/scottish-government-abandons-flagship-climate-goal-mari-mcallan-says/  
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responsibility for implementation, and creates transparent reporting on results. Through the 
annual budget cycle, authorities can iteratively review and improve their actions, helping to 
address new measures and priorities. Through this process climate targets have the same 
status and ownership as financial targets.  

Coordinated by C40 Cities, a growing number of cities are now signed up to climate 
budgeting, including London, Oslo, Mumbai and Montreal.107 

  

 

107 https://www.c40.org/what-we-do/raising-climate-ambition/climate-budgeting-programme/  
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PART FIVE: Conclusions 
and recommendations 
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Conclusions and 
recommendations 
This final section consists of: 

● Summary of key findings 
● The key challenges 
● Lessons from mainland European counterparts for UK transport authorities 
● Advice to government. 

SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS 

Britain’s housing stock is in poor condition, energy inefficient and doesn’t meet housing 
need.  

In existing lower-density suburbs we are packing in more and bigger cars, and then 
concreting over gardens to accommodate them. This ‘green to grey’ conversion mitigates 
against climate resilience. 

Many new suburbs are badly built; poorly located; designed around the car; lack public 
amenities and services (including public transport); are hostile to wheeling, cycling and 
walking; and are generally bleak. 

However, on the positive side, the substantial social and public housing now sees 
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 that 
greener energy) is well underway. The technology is also now available to create various 
forms of microgrids which can balance generation, supply, storage and use of electricity for 
households and vehicles in more efficient and equitable ways. We also know what good 
looks like for new housing in places like Scandinavia and the Netherlands – and we are 
starting to replicate it here. 

The push by the current Westminster administration to build more houses means we are at 
an inflection point. Will it lead to 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? And will the focus on new housing be at the 
expense of addressing the decarbonisation of the existing housing stock (which makes up 
the vast majority of the total housing stock)? 

The paper has also identified three key recurring challenges in adopting more progressive 
transport policies and programmes in suburbs. 

THREE KEY CHALLENGES FOR TRANSPORT AUTHORITIES 

THE CHALLENGES OF FORM 

Different types of suburbs have different levels of density, car use and ownership, and 
housing stock. For example, low-density suburbia is often predicated on single or multiple 
car ownership and can be difficult to serve by public transport; whereas Victorian terraces 
mitigate against high levels of car ownership due to lack of parking. So, no one policy size 
fits all. 
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THE CHALLENGES OF SCALE 

Given the starting point in many suburbs (dilapidation and a limited and fragmented range of 
alternatives to car use), the overall scale of the task is daunting. There is a different 
challenge of scale around piloting the kind of transport measures which may have the most 
potential in lower-density suburbs (for example, mobility hubs or demand responsive 
transport). If the pilots are too small to be meaningful, then they don’t give an indication of 
what would happen if you scaled up. A lack of a meaningful level of service or network 
benefits can also lead to low use, high costs, early abandonment and discrediting of the 
concept. 

THE CHALLENGE OF IMPLEMENTATION 

Lower-density suburbs are where integrated provision of alternatives to car use is 
particularly important. Given that the volume of provision of any one alterative is going to be 
relatively low when compared with denser urban areas. The need, therefore, for integrated 
provision of alternatives (public transport, mobility hubs, light mobility hire and so on) is more 
acute. However, Great Britain is hampered by a general lack of coordination within public 
transport (with buses in most places deregulated), never mind between public transport and 
other modes. If it isn’t simple to understand and use, will households who may have access 
to cars give up one, more or all of them? 

Levels of use of collective transport services in less dense suburbia is also likely to be lower 
than it will be elsewhere. For example, private sector light mobility hire is usually 
concentrated in urban centres and unavailable in the suburbs of larger urban areas. As a 
consequence, the need for public investment, initiative and support in lower-density suburbs 
will be greater. All of which can be in short supply, given the financial constraints in which 
local authorities generally operate. 

Arguably the public policy benefits of new forms of light mobility, mobility hubs, sharing of 
cars and so on, are greater in suburbs than they are in large urban centres (which are 
already well provided for in terms of public transport) and where journeys within urban cores 
are often walkable for most people. Yet some of these policy tools are not seen as core to 
transport policy at either the national or sub-national level, which means that regulatory and 
governance frameworks lag behind and/or there is no national government policy or funding 
support.  

The biggest backlash to radical policies (particularly where it affects motorists) is likely to 
come close to the point of implementation (however placid the consultation exercise was). 
Are you ready for a storm to break? What will you do? And if the storm is a big one, what are 
the politics around doubling down, compromising or backing off? 

LESSONS FROM EUROPEAN COUNTERPARTS FOR UK TRANSPORT AUTHORITIES ON SUBURBAN 

TRANSPORT  

Before I embarked on my study visits as part of this project, I thought that what this paper 
terms ‘next level’ cities would be doing similar things on the ground. And that this could lead 
to some kind of universal cut and paste template for cities and their suburbs in the UK. But 
what I learnt was something more subtle and complex – but arguably, ultimately more useful. 
Because what I saw was that different cities were giving different levels of priority to different 
kinds of initiatives on the ground. And what I learnt is that what ultimately distinguishes a 
next level city is the thinking, approach and rationale that got you to the measures you 
implement. 

I’ve developed this realisation into five key lessons from next level cities in Europe. 
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THE CIVIC IMPERATIVE   

‘I have learnt that [in the UK], you talk about business cases, added value and growth. We 
do this differently in Germany,’ he told delegates, before adding that, in Germany, this is a 
secondary consideration to things such as environment, transformation of urban areas and 
improving the quality of life for residents. Economic benefits would then follow ‘indirectly’. 

Nils Jäng, who is involved in bringing back trams to Kiel. ⁠108 

What next level cities do is driven by what this paper terms the ‘civic imperative’. It’s the 
pursuit of collective well-being and seeks to respond to the question – what is the good 
urban life?  

Individual initiatives are seen as contributing to this broad goal and it’s the place makers who 
are in charge rather than the engineers. 

This contrasts with GB where there’s a tendency for schemes to be viewed in isolation and 
required to tick boxes around delivering specific stand-alone objectives (such as economic 
growth) in a quantitative way (such as the precise number of jobs that will be created).  

The civic imperative that next level cities have also contributes to a more creative and 
flexible approach to streetscapes and housing developments – because the primary goal is 
helping make a better life for citizens. Whereas in the UK lists of rules (and their rigid self-
policing), generated as a byproduct of the jostling between the different ‘hard’ specialisms, 
can stifle creativity, imagination and the can-do spirit. 

The civic imperative also extends to the approach to the car. Next Level cities are firmly 
committed to making their contribution to decarbonisation but they tend to take a less 
absolutist and inflated view about the contribution that different transport initiatives will make.  

So, for example in the UK relatively modest schemes are ostensibly predicated not just on 
their exact contribution to the local economy but also on their precise efficacy in getting 
people out of their cars; cutting carbon emissions; achieving modal shift (terms that are often 
used interchangeably even though they mean different things).  

Next Level cities tend to be simultaneously more clear-headed about what the objective of a 
scheme is (for example, the Orléans DRT bus scheme is about extending access to public 
transport in low-density suburbs), whilst at the same time seeing such schemes as a small 
part of a much bigger picture predicated on the overall civic imperative.  

It isn’t possible to simply cut and paste to the UK the wider history and political culture which 
has determined the attitudes and approaches of next level cities in mainland Europe.  

However, to what extent can authorities here start to infiltrate the pursuit of the good urban 
life into their plans and strategies? And what is stopping the place makers being given more 
of a determining role in the bone structure of new suburbs than highway engineers? And 
more widely, who is round the table when the big decisions are being made?  

THINKING TIME AND STARTING POINTS 

Forward thinking cities look objectively at what they inherit and where they want to go next.  

They take the time to think through questions like: 

● What is it we are trying to achieve and why?  
● Where do we start from? 
● Do we need different approaches to different types of suburbs? 
● Given where we start from and what we are trying to achieve, what approaches have 

others taken in similar circumstances? What could be applied where we are? 

 

108 Extract of Trams and Urban Transit coverage of the 2025 UK Light Rail conference in Leeds 
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● If new approaches are going to be taken, what would a meaningful pilot look like and 
how would we do next if it is successful? 

● What’s the story we want to tell about what we are seeking to achieve?  

SHINY THINGS 

As is no doubt the case with other policy areas, transport is subject to changing fashions in 
approach (often magnified by venture capital looking to invest in the next ‘big thing’). In 
recent years this has included: self-driving vehicles; Mobility as a Service; micro-mobility, 
demand responsive bus services; new models for taxi and private hire provision; mobility 
hubs; and, most recently, AI. Forward thinking cities neither join the herd in order to appear 
‘cutting edge’, or for herd protection. Instead, they look at if, where and how the latest ‘shiny 
thing’ can contribute to their wider purpose. So, whereas Berlin has gone big on mobility 
hubs, Bremen has stuck with focussing on extending its car share offer in a cost-effective 
way. Orléans has done demand responsive buses at scale, but with the purpose of 
improving access to collective transport in low-density suburbs and outlying employment 
centres. In short, just because everyone else says they are doing it – doesn’t mean you have 
to do it. And if you do it, be clear as to why you are doing it; what you are seeking to achieve; 
and that you are doing it at a scale meaningful enough to inform your next step. 

SECOND TIER CITIES CAN DO BIG THINGS 

In second tier cities everything is smaller and more manageable (including bureaucracies, 
costs, local interests and so on) than it is in a world city. As can be seen in this paper, 
smaller cities (like Utrecht, Orléans and Grenoble) can do big things. Their scale and the 
wider civic imperative can also mean that individuals within the local state can be entrusted 
with the right level of autonomy and support to innovate, implement and develop specific 
initiatives. Whilst there are examples of second tier cities in the UK where something similar 
can be found (Nottingham for example), in the UK smaller is too often seen as doomed to 
nothing but modest incremental change due to resources and local politics. But to what 
extent is this being used as an excuse for an easy life of managed inertia? 

FAILING BETTER 

Forward thinking cities are in a virtuous circle of trying, doing, learning and failing better. 
Sure, they have strategy documents but these are not the be all and end all. Of course, they 
have datasets and targets – but when they serve a useful purpose rather than get in the way 
or create perverse incentives. They have rules but they are not afraid to be creative and 
imaginative in what they do. They also aren’t rigidly divided into internal silos – they look to 
get better at working across departments and breaking down barriers between professions. 
They are constantly looking to join more of the dots between the built environment, transport, 
social policy and energy. They want to realise synergies and implement holistic policies and 
programmes. They form powerful and creative alliances with local business and the 
university sector. They learn by doing. And they are happy to be living labs for the wider 
world by welcoming visitors and sharing their experience. 

ADVICE TO GOVERNMENT  

It’s right that suburban transport policy is determined locally rather than remotely from 
Whitehall. However, government can help by removing obstacles; reorienting the national 
transport budget; working in a more cohesive way across departments to crack specific 
cross-sector challenges; and funding pilots of new approaches at a meaningful scale in 
different suburban contexts. 
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A SUBURBAN DIMENSION TO TRANSPORT POLICY  

Transport policy is often sub-divided into policy for cities and policy for rural areas. However, 
there’s also a need for a suburban dimension to transport policy. This could take the form of 
a review of DfT transport policy which impacts on suburbs. This could seek to identify 
‘missing pieces’ in policy making in relation to suburbs – including targeting obstacles to the 
introduction, at meaningful scale, of new and innovative approaches (like mobility hubs or 
mobility provision planned on the basis of access to amenities). This could be backed up by 
a limited amount of specific ‘future suburbs’ funding to try out new approaches in a limited 
number of different places at a meaningful scale.  

MAINSTREAMING NEGLECTED SUBURBS-FRIENDLY POLICY TOOLS 

Neglected areas of transport policy (which would be particularly useful in low-density 
suburbia) need to be mainstreamed within wider government transport strategy, funding 
streams, legislative and regulatory priorities. This includes for sharing of cars, and new and 
emerging light mobility formats (e-bikes in particular).  

FOCUS ON VEHICLE CHARGING IN SUBURBS 

Given that the overwhelming majority of suburban trips are made by car, the speed of the 
transition to electric cars will have major implications for carbon emissions from the transport 
sector. Much of the focus so far has been on the vehicles themselves rather than the 
supporting recharging infrastructure. And where there has been a focus on the infrastructure 
it has focussed on charging on national highways for longer distance travel. The priority now 
is to ensure charging infrastructure is in place for household recharging – including those 
who can’t charge on their property.  

WORKING WITH ANCHOR INSTITUTIONS 

Anchor institutions (such as hospitals, universities, local government) and the public/social 
housing sector have a significant role to play given their wider commitments to sustainability 
goals. Yet at present there is a governance and professional divide between the health, 
education and transport sectors, which is holding back progress. There is the potential for 
greater collaboration between these three sectors at Whitehall level to identify the key 
stumbling blocks. 

CUTTING THE COST OF LIGHT RAIL 

Despite being the ideal option for providing the core of a public transport network for many 
suburbs, light rail in the GB is, too often, pricing itself out of contention with light rail schemes 
in GB costing twice as much as in France – as well as taking twice as long. However, with 
leadership, many of the significant drivers of excessive cost and delay could be tackled. In 
particular, there is a need to tackle over-engineering by developing a specific and linked set 
of norms around designs; dealing with utilities; and planning processes. 

CROSS-DEPARTMENTAL COLLABORATION 

Decarbonisation (and improved climate resilience) of suburbs is best achieved through 
coordination between the energy, transport and built environment sectors. There is the 
potential for a template approach to solutions (based on different housing typologies). 
Government could establish a cross-departmental working group to assess the scope for a 
template approach and to look for ways to realise synergies between the three sectors. This 
could also be the basis for a wider version of the ‘future suburbs’ funding stream (outlined 
above) to implement pilots of a coordinated cross-sector approach to decarbonisation for 
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different housing types in different places, as demonstrators of what could be achieved more 
widely.  

SAVE OUR FRONT GARDENS 

The concreting over of front gardens for hard standing for more and larger cars is part of a 
wider ‘green to grey’ trend where green space is being lost at a rapid rate. This can only 
exacerbate the dangers of flooding and heat stress as the weather becomes more extreme. 
There are also clear implications for biodiversity. Yet awareness of the implications of paving 
over gardens for vehicles is low, as is awareness of alternatives and mitigations. 
Establishing a ‘tile-whipping’ competition (as the Dutch have done) between authorities for 
taking out paving tiles would be a great way to raise awareness and shift public opinion.  

There should also be a shift in the balance of national funding for roads from building new 
highway schemes to greening of existing highways. For example, for the cost of the Lower 
Thames Crossing,109 132 area-wide sustainable urban drainage schemes the size of 
Mansfield’s (the UK’s largest) could be implemented. 

 

109 Assuming the cost of the Lower Thames Crossing is £10 billion. 


