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Editorial  

 

The three articles in this issue of Worl d 

Transport Policy and Practice  deli ver a strongly 

coherent message about the transport debate 

globally and the importance of a much improved 

relationship between science, evidence -based 

knowledge and the world of transport policy.  

This journal was founded 18 years ago to add to 

the logic a nd rigour of transport policy through 

the scrutiny of evidence and analysis and the 

distillation  of the  results of tha t scrutiny into 

policy advice. Sadly our conclusion is that 

transport policy is still largely free of any close 

link between scrutiny, rig our and the choices 

that are made.  Transport policy is still deeply 

embedded in a car -dominated culture and a 

touching belief in the links between expensive 

transport infrastructure and economic growth 

and job creation.  The relatively independent 

careful  observer of transport policy can be 

forgiven for arriving at the conclusion that 

transport policy is very simply about building 

more roads, high speed rail and airport 

expansion so that more of us can move around 

at a greater speed and travel more miles a nd 

not be disturbed in this activity by the behaviour 

of others trying to do the same thing.  In spite 

of a huge explosion of rhetoric and spin around 

climate change, sustainability and civilised cities 

the important work still goes on ministries of 

transp ort and in the world of PFIs and transport 

infrastructure to give us a higher level of 

mobility than last year and make sure it goes up 

again next year.  The independent, careful 

observer will very rarely find a transport policy 

that sets out a staged prog ramme of reducing 

car park spaces, decommissioning highways and 

turning them into parks and woodland, closing 

residential streets to through traffic or setting 

out a clear vision of zero deaths and injuries in 

the road traffic environment or a  zero carbon 

transport future. Once again we are very 

pleased indeed to congratulate Sweden on doing 

both these things but there is no sign of such 

clarity of thought and purpose in the UK or USA 

or Australia.  

 

The UK contrary to the lessons that can be 

learned from Sw eden, is very busy building new 

roads, expanding the number of lanes on 

motorways, increasing the speed limit on 

motorways from 70mph -80mph and cutting 

budgets for walking, cycling and public transport  

 

In this issue Theo haris  Tziovaras  presents a 

critique  of ñgreen carsò and highlights the 

dangers associated with the pursuit of green 

cars as if this actually delivers sustainable 

transport objectives.  Michelle Zeibots and John 

Elliott revisit the important subject of new roads 

generating new traffic and li nk this to public 

participation and democratic process in transport 

policy making.  The situation in Zurich with its 

well -developed citizen involvement process 

produces better outcomes than the systems in 

place in London or Sydney.  Peter Newman and 

Jeff K enworthy turn their attention to the debate 

on densification . In this article they are 

responding to an earlier article by Paul Mees 

(the ñdensity delusionò) in which he criticised the 

view that making our urban areas denser can 

bring about significant gai ns in reducing per 

capita energy use in transport, reducing CO2 

emissions and improving public transport 

patronage. This is a hugely important debate but 

also one that runs the risk of distracting 

sustainable transport advocates from the task of 

creating l ow carbon, resilient and people - friendly 

cities.   

 

At the risk of exceeding established bounds of 

editorial freedom our view is that we all have a 

very urgent and important task in the world 

which is to correct a major malfunction in the 

way policy makers  and their advisers are dealing 

with the totality of mobility, urban for m, budgets 

and quality of life.  Transport policy interventions 

as currently carried out in most parts of the 

world can be described as a ñboondoggleò to use 

a strange but attractive Am erican expression.  

The English equivalent is ña dogôs dinnerò 

though some prefer ñdogôs breakfastò. We 

urgently need to re -arrange almost every aspect 

of transport policy and spending to deliver a 

high quality of life for all citizens, much reduced 

levels  of mobility with higher levels of 

accessibility to the things that need accessing, 



W o r l d  T r a n s p o r t  P o l i c y  a n d  P r a c t i c e   
V o l u m e  1 7 . 3  N o v e m b e r 2 0 1 1  

4 

much improved social justice including spending 

the vast bulk of transport money on improving 

the accessibility of the young, the poor children, 

women and the elderly.  We need zero carbon, 

zero deaths and injuries, zero air pollution and 

current outcomes are quite simply not good 

enough.  In delivering what is needed to be 

delivered we will require an approach to land 

use and density that avoids sprawl and 

suburbanisation . We will need new 

developments near high quality public transport 

nodes and not 10 miles down a minor road in 

the countryside with a bus every Tuesday and 

Thursday.  We will also need a world class public 

transport system that can deliver a seamless 

journey  experience across a highly integrated, 

dense network of  services and we will also need 

many millions more citizens on bikes and feet 

rather than bus, train and tram and we will need 

this in China and India as well as Australia and 

the UK.  The density de bate has produced a 

degree of polarisation but it is abundantly clear 

that all those arguing for low energy and 

resilient cities, zero carbon transport and high 

quality public transport are all working towards 

the same goal.  The goal is clear.   It is a s ociety 

that values people, propinquity, security, 

sociability and the joy of living in a high quality 

environment.  It is a society that recognises the 

manifold defects of relying on 1000kg of metal 

to move around 80kgs of person and take up far 

too much v aluable  space in cities. This we do 

agree on.  

 

Space is a unifying concept and focus for all our 

efforts.  Please take a moment to look at the 

cover page of this issue of WTPP.  This is a 

diagram to illustrate the relative space demands 

of transport choice s.  A car driver takes 115 sq 

metres of space, a tram occupant 12, a cyclist 

10, a train passenger 7 an d a pedestrian 3 

square metres.  Land is valuable, space is 

precious and we cannot afford in any way at all 

to supply several billion people in the urbani sed 

world with 115 sq meters each for their trips.   

 

We are very grateful indeed to Yvonne Meier -

Bukowiecki, Leiterin Fachbereich 

Mobilitätsmanagement of the City of Zurich for 

permission to use this diagram which she 

presented at a conference in Wupperta l in 

Germany on 30 th  September 2011.  

 

John Whitelegg  

Editor  
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Abstracts and Keywords  

 

Urban road building and traffic congestion: What went wrong? 

Dr Michelle E Zeibots and John R Elliott 

This paper investigates the claim that greater 

investment in roads w ould reduce traffic 

congestion and improve the environment in 

British and Australian cities. It provides an 

overview of the phenomenon known as induced  

traffic ð the additional traffic generated in 

response to faster travel speeds made possible 

by the addi tion of road or motorway capacity ð 

and broadly reviews the findings by government 

committees charged with the responsibility to 

investigate the outcomes from road proposals. 

When taken as a whole, there appears to be a 

cycle at play where road expansion i s advocated 

to overcome congestion; people in affected 

neighbourhoods object, saying they want public 

transport to be improved instead; governments 

react to public complaint; road expansion 

policies are put on hold and new policy 

directions are investigate d; congestion continues 

to be a problem, and; eventually road expansion 

policies creep back into government transport 

plans so that the cycle begins again. In light of 

this history, we ask why government 

administrations in the UK and Australia, and 

other p arts of the world, have continued to 

increase road capacity as a solution to 

congestion when all the evidence indicates it 

generates additional traffic that perpetuates 

congested conditions?  

We attempt to answer this question by 

examining the structure of transport decision -

making and governance systems and how these 

influence which views within society ultimately 

dominate transport policy. We compare 

community reactions to urban motorway 

proposals from Britain and Australia with those 

in Switzerland where direct democratic 

mechanisms feature in the decision -making 

system. We conclude that transport 

infrastructure decisions are not always 

motivated by the need to provide viable 

transport solutions for users. The 

representational democratic systems operating 

in Britain and Australia appear vulnerable to 

other interests and motivations that often 

conflict with the interests and wishes of the 

general community.  

 

Key words: induced traffic, road proposals, road 

capacity, congestion, transport infrastructure, 

tra nsport decision -making, community 

reactions, urban motorways, governance 

systems

 

Is there such a thing as an environmentally-friendly car? 

Theoharis Tziovaras, M.Sc. 

This paper identifies flaws in the language and 

concepts around "green cars" and 

"envir onmentally friendly" cars.   Whilst it is 

possible to produce cars with lower levels of 

polluting exhaust emissions and greenhouse 

gases there remains a fundamental pro blem  

around the impact of cars on the use of space, 

road traffic danger and damage to com munity 

life.   In the wider context of transport, society 

and automobile use there is no such thing as an 

environmentally friendly car.  

  

 Key words:   green car, environmentally friendly 

car, electric vehicle,  life cycle analysis, noise, 

congestion

The Density Multiplier: A Response to Mees 

Peter Newman and Jeff Kenworthy 

Density debates are highly emotional; it seems to 

cause many people in transport policy to go into 

a rage. We have often been the focus of these 

rages and in recent times Paul Mees has be gun 

suggesting that we are part of a ódensity 

delusionô (Mees, 2009). This article attempts to 

show why we must take density seriously.  
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URBAN ROAD BUILDING AND TRAFFIC CONGESTION: WHAT WENT WRONG?  

 

Dr Michelle E Zeibots & John R Elliott  

 

This paper is ded icated to the memory of J Michael Thomson (1928 ï2010).  

 

1.  INTRODUCTION  

During the 1950s and 60s, most major cities 

around the world played host to strategic 

transport plans that featured a network 

hierarchy of road and motorway proposals. 

As the largest cit ies in Britain and Australia, 

London and Sydney respectively, were no 

exceptions. In London in the late 1960s and 

early 70s, the Greater London Development 

Plan (GLDP) was released featuring an 

extensive set of radial and orbital motorway 

proposals that re quired the demolition of 

thousands of London homes. While several 

road schemes for the Greater London Area 

(GLA) had been proposed in the decades 

before, the extent of the GLDP laid the 

foundations for some of the most dramatic 

and protracted community pro tests over 

road schemes the world has ever seen (The 

Economist 1994).  

 

 

Figure 1 Traffic jam on the M25 motorway at the M40 junction  

 

Source: BBC News. 2002, M25 is worst road óhotspotô. www.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/england/2328867.stm 15 October. 
Accessed 28 May 2010. 

In Sydney, the County of Cumberland 

Scheme from 1951 consolidated a series of 

radial motorway proposals in legislation. Two 

decades later when government s tried to 

build them, like the plans for London, they 

triggered strident protests from residents 

who wanted the amenity of their 

neighbourhoods protected and more space 

efficient public transport services upgraded 

in preference to motorway construction (S un 

Herald 1972, p. 3).  

 

The primary raison dô°tre for these schemes 

was the contention that they would relieve 

traffic congestion by reducing travel times 

and removing private motor vehicles from 

urban centres and residential streets.  But 

despite these go od intentions, actual 

outcomes have been significantly different. 

Congestion has persisted (Goodwin 2004; 

BTRE 2007), public transport has received 

less investment than it otherwise would, and 

in some cases, like Londonôs M25 shown in 

congestion became wor se after the 

motorway opened (Tickle 1993).  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/england/2328867.stm
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Overtime, the experience spawned a series 

of thought provoking works by academics 

and lay intellectuals that explained how and 

why adding road space to heavily congested 

road networks encourages further traffic 

growth, shifting bottlenecks from one point 

to another and attracting people away from 

public transport (for example, Jacobs 1961; 

Downs 1962; Plowden 1972; Thomson 1977; 

Mogridge 1990; Downs 1992; Engwicht 

1992; Mogr idge 1997) . But governments 

have generally ignored these views and the 

residential communities opposed to the 

roads that would destroy their 

neighbourhoods, who, changed by the 

experience, looked beyond their own self 

interests to advocate better public t ransport 

for everyone (for example, Bendixson 1974; 

CART 1989) , have largely been overlooked.  

From time to time, as in the case of the last 

link in Londonôs M25, governments have had 

to confront the counter -productive outcomes 

from urban motorway construction and 

instigate inquiries into why problems have 

occurred. And while, as will be shown in 

Section 2, many inquiries of this kind bring 

down reports advising against  motorway 

construction, motorway policy has persisted. 

When reflecting on this state of affairs, 

world - renowned transport economist and UK 

academic Prof Phil Goodwin observed:  

 

óWhen the costs of travel are reduced, 

people do more of it. When the costs 

of car travel are reduced, people use 

cars more. Why are these obvious 

propositions so forgettable that they 

need to be proved anew every 

decade?ô (Goodwin 200 6) . 

 

Goodwin was responding to the latest report 

on induced traffic growth (Matson et al.  

2006)  and lament ing an apparent cycle in 

the transport planning and development 

process in the UK where every ten years 

since 1925, a new  report is produced 

providing evidence of induced traffic growth 

which is then ignored and largely forgotten 

(Goodwin 2006) . 

Goodwin had played a key role in the 

production of one of the most influential of 

these reports ð Trunk routes and the 

generation of traffic ð while sitting on the 

UK Governments Standing Advisory 

Committee for Trunk Route Assessment 

(SACTRA 1994). At the time, the SACTRA 

Report was a watershed and broke the 

intellectual logjam that had existed on the 

issue of induced traffic growth. After its 

publication, many transp ort practitioners 

thought government agencies would no 

longer contest induced traffic growth, stop 

urban motorway projects and get on with the 

business of improving public transport 

services to urban centres (Zeibots 2007, p. 

58). But this has not been the  case.  

In this paper we ask why the empirical 

findings from motorway investigations and 

insights from microeconomic theory have 

been ignored? We ask why urban road 

building keeps being promoted as a way of 

reducing congestion when compelling 

evidence exist s to show that under heavily 

congested urban conditions problems are 

perpetuated and in some cases made worse? 

We ask, what went wrong?  

 

We find the answer in the structure of 

political decision -making systems. We 

discuss the relationship between general 

governance structures, professional 

knowledge and stakeholder motivations and 

conclude that the interests and 

preoccupations of professionals and industry 

groups sometimes run contrary to public 

interests. In political systems where the 

ultimate recipients of transport decisions 

have little or no decision -making power 

themselves, conflicts are more difficult to 

overcome and confusion over empirical 

evidence more difficult to resolve.  

 

In Section 2 we briefly review the history of 

motorway policies and their public reception 

in the UK and Australia, while focussing on 
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London and Sydney. We also review key 

empirical analyses and theoretical arguments 

applied within those political contexts.  

In Section 3 we examine the structure of the 

political conditions under  which decisions 

were made to proceed with motorways. We 

do this using a form of Soft Systems 

Methodology (SSM), which documents 

decision -making chains by tracking the way 

that elected government and technical 

agencies responded when communities 

rejected m otorway plans.  

 

 

Figure 2 GLDP primary road concept diagram (1969) and County of Cumberland Scheme (1951)  

       
 

Source: GLC. 1969, Greater London Development Plan Statement. Greater London Council, London, p. 25, and Ashton, P. & 
Waterson, D. B. 2000, Sydney takes shape: a history in maps. Hema Maps Pty Ltd. Brisbane, p. 59. 

In Section 4 we compare and contrast 

community responses to urban motorway 

proposals in Zürich with those from London 

and Sydney using the same SSM. In Zü rich 

we find significantly different outcomes were 

achieved because the community had 

greater control over the political decision -

making process. They directe d government 

to pursue capital works projects that 

improved public transport services and 

enhanced  network operations rather than 

focus on urban motorway construction and 

freeing up road space for private motor 

vehicles. Significantly, we find that unique 

and highly effective engineering practices in 

relation to public transport optimisation have 

emerg ed in Switzerland as a direct result of 

professionals having to carry out community 

directives.  

 

Motorways proposed under Greater London Development Plan (1969)  

Greater London Council Boundary 
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2.  ADDING ROAD SPACE TO 

CONGESTED URBAN NETWORKS: 

EVIDENCE AND THEORY  

This section explores three broad areas ð 

motorway policy and strategic planning, 

empirical  evidence and transport theory. The 

historical overview in this section provides 

the background material that is used in the 

analysis of governance systems provided in 

Section 2.  

 

2.1  Strategic plans, motorway 

inquiries and election results for London 

and S ydney  

The Greater London Development Plan from 

1969 comprised a series of 14 radial 

motorways and three concentric orbital 

routes (GLC 1969) as shown in  Fig.2. Road 

widening proposals for London began prior to 

this plan in 1908 with the A1 Archway Road 

bef ore the more comprehensive network 

plans by Bressey (Bressey and Lutyens 

1937) and Abercrombie (Abercrombie 1944) 

that later metamorphosed into the GLDP .       

Upon release, the GLDP triggered public 

protests. In particular, the motorway box ð 

or inner orb ital ð would have required the 

demolition of thousands of homes through 

densely populated neighbourhoods. Several 

influential individuals and professionals with 

transport planning and related technical 

skills were personally affected and joined 

local commu nity groups who organised 

themselves into a metropolitan coalition that 

called for the abandonment of the entire 

scheme (Pharoah 2006, pers. comm.).  With 

guidance from transport economist J Michael 

Thomson, the community articulated a 

different vision, ins tead they advocated 

public transport improvements and cited 

induced traffic growth as their reason for 

rejecting the motorway plan (Thomson 

1969).  

 

In the face of such opposition, Sir Frank 

Layfield was appointed to chair a public 

inquiry into the GLDP  (La yfield 1972).  While 

acknowledging the need to improve public 

transport, Layfield recommended retaining 

many of the motorways. Despite the 

concessions, many in the community did not 

accept the findings and in 1973, the 

Conservative - led Greater London Counci l 

(GLC) was replaced with a Labour Council 

who opposed the motorways and supported 

public transport . 

 

In Sydney, the events that followed initial 

attempts to build the motorways proposed in 

the County of Cumberland Scheme ð shown 

above in Fig. 2  ð followed  a similar course. 

In 1968 ï69 the Askin Coalition 1 

Government, under advice from the 

Department of Main Roads (DMR), proposed 

to construct motorway sections through 

inner -city neighbourhoods that would have 

required the demolition of thousands of 

homes att racting hostile responses from 

local residents (Sun Herald 1972, p. 3).  

 

Like London residents, Sydney residents 

launched campaigns against the motorway 

proposals. These culminated in blockades 

that were supported by Trade Unions and the 

opposition Labor P arty (Mundy 2006, pers. 

comm.). In 1976, the Labor Party was 

elected, bringing with it a change in 

transport policy. Under the new Wran 

Government, priority was given to expansion 

of the rail network with two new lines in the 

eastern and south -west of the metropolitan 

area. The government launched two 

Commissions of Inquiry into radial 

motorways proposed under the County of 

Cumberland Scheme ð the F1 and F5. 

Induced traffic growth was considered 

extensively in both inquiries, and unlike 

Layfield, Kirby reco mmended neither of the 

motorways be built (for example see Kirby 

1980).  

 

                                                           
1 In Australia, the  Coalition  is the local idiom for 

the conservative political parties compr ising the 

Liberal Party  and the National Party . The Liberal 

Party generally represents urban electorates while 

the National Party represents rural electorates.  
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In London, upon election, the Labour - led 

GLC encountered two obstacles. First, 

responsibility for roads was shared with the 

Conservative National Government, which 

meant the GLC coul d not stop all motorways, 

so their policy position was compromised. 

The second obstacle was resistance from 

GLC staff whose skill sets and understanding 

of technical conventions were geared 

towards road building. GLC staff continued to 

require development applicants to retain 

setbacks for new buildings along roads 

identified for widening under the GLDP, for 

example, despite the policy change. The 

Labour Councillors did not have a strategy 

for overcoming and changing these practices 

(Moore 2006, pers. comm.) . 

 

In 1976, a modified GLDP was passed. Ring -

roads one and two were removed, ring - road 

three ð which would later become the M25 

ð was retained, as were several radial 

motorways and importantly the North 

Circular Road ð the northern sector of 

Ringway 2 ð fo r which the National 

Government had responsibility. In 1977, a 

Conservative GLC was elected to office, while 

the Labour Party gained control of the 

National Government. During this period, 

GLC motorway policy was reversed, but new 

road projects were approa ched on a project -

by -project basis rather than as a 

metropolitan -wide scheme so that 

community opposition was less intense 

(Pharoah 2006, pers. comm.).  

 

In 1981, Labour candidates led by Ken 

Livingstone won control of the GLC, and 

unlike previous Councils,  explicitly set about 

to change the thinking of GLC staff. Council 

terminated around three quarters of 

proposed road works, made changes to 

senior and middle management and 

restructured the transport bureaucracy. New 

sections dedicated to the development o f 

cycleway and pedestrian access were 

created. To some extent, these acted as a 

counter to those specialising in road traffic 

engineering. The GLC maintained an explicit 

opposition to further urban motorway 

development. Where the Department of 

Transportôs policy was to anticipate traffic 

growth and try to provide sufficient capacity 

to accommodate it, it was GLC policy to 

resist any increase in road space because it 

encouraged traffic growth (Moore 2006, 

pers. comm.). During this period GLC staff 

undertook case studies of road schemes, the 

results of which are presented in the 

following section.  

 

Meanwhile in Sydney, after changes to the 

Labor leadership in 1986, the Unsworth 

Labor Government retracted its previous 

policy and began investigating ways to 

invo lve the private sector in the funding and 

operation of motorway developments (Searle 

1999). The Sydney Harbour Tunnel (SHT) 

was the first project undertaken with 

private -sector financing. After a change of 

Government in 1988, whereby the Greiner 

Coalition Government gained power, the 

program of private tollway construction 

increased in scale. The M4 and M5 tollways 

were approved, despite previous inquiry 

findings, and opened to traffic in 1992. In 

the case of the SHT and M4, traffic volumes 

appeared to be m uch higher than before and 

congestion greater at key points on the 

surrounding road network, which became a 

focus for public complaint and protest 

(Hutchings 1992; Skinner 1992).  

 

2.2  Debate over empirical evidence of 

network conditions before and after the 

ad dition of road capacity  

This section provides an overview of the 

nature of the debate between transport 

professionals over the empirical evidence for 

induced traffic growth. While the results of 

technical findings need to be revisited, it is 

ultimately the ir implications for the social 

and political context in which they are made 

that are of interest here.  

 




