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Peak car use in Britain
Summary
 National statistics indicate that average car miles per person in Britain has levelled off since the 1990s, even though
there was steady economic growth from the mid-1990s to 2007.
 The Department for Transport (DfT) forecasts that car miles per person will begin to grow again as the economy
recovers, based on estimates of three key drivers: GDP, fuel cost and population growth.
 Peak car proponents argue that in the future car use per person will remain static or decline, and that social, cultural
and spatial factors will be increasingly important in determining the overall amount and modes of travel in the future.
 Evidence indicates that behind this overall levelling off of car miles per person, there are contrasting behavioural
trends between different groups of transport users. It suggests that lifestyle and attitudinal factors interact in a
complex way with each other and with broader economic factors and government policies around transport and land
use planning.
 However, it is unclear to what extent recent changes in travel behaviour are the result of choices or of constraints,
and data limitations make it highly difficult to evaluative the relative importance of alternate explanations and their
impact on future travel behaviours.

Background
There are different definitions of ‘peak car’; however, the key hypothesis is that car miles per person per year has reached a historic
1
peak and that in the future, it will remain static or decline. By contrast, the central forecast produced by the National Transport
Model (NTM), which is used by the Department for Transport (DfT), projects that car miles per person per year will begin to grow
2
again as the economy recovers, but at a declining rate. Estimating future trends in traffic is important because infrastructure
development, land use and environmental and climate change policy require long-term planning. If estimates of growth forecasted
by the NTM are inaccurate this will impact on the robustness of DfT’s cost-benefit decisions regarding investment in road
infrastructure. This briefing focuses on Great Britain, but highlights key international findings where relevant.

Past trends in traffic
Since the early 1950s there have been marked changes in how people travel. The total distance travelled by people in Britain
across all transport types has increased fourfold, from 135 billion passenger miles in 1952 to 508 billion passenger miles in 2007.
The most popular types of transport have changed within this timeframe. In 1952 bus and coach travel accounted for the largest
share at 42%, whilst travel by car or van accounted for about 27%; however, in 2007, bus and coach travel had declined to 6%,
3
while travel by car or van accounted for the largest share of distance travelled at 84%.
In terms of all motor vehicle road traffic (cars, taxis, buses, coaches, motorcycles, light vans and heavy goods vehicles), national
statistics indicate that since the 1950s the long term trend in the volume of road traffic in Britain has been one of growth, but that
over the last 20-25 years there has been a progressive decline in the rate of traffic growth. In 2012, the overall motor vehicle traffic
volume was 302.6 billion miles, over 10 times higher than in 1949 (28.9 billion miles). Traffic grew by 50% during the 1980s, by
14% during the 1990s and by 6% between 2000 and 2009. It peaked at 314.1 billion miles in 2007. It then fell for three consecutive
years; the first consecutive annual falls since traffic records began. Since 2010 traffic volumes have remained broadly stable and
4
2012 levels are similar to those seen in 2003. Historically, low or negative traffic growth has tended to occur at times of economic
recession or fuel price spikes, as shown by the markers in Figure 1, which represents year-on-year change in total motor vehicle
road traffic volume in Britain, from 1949 to 2011.
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Figure 1: Year-on-year change in total motor vehicle road traffic volume in Great Britain, from 1949 to 2011

Car traffic
Since the 1980s, cars have accounted for around 80% of all motor vehicle traffic, and have been the main contributor to changes in
6
the volume of overall motor vehicle travel. Between 1991 and 2011, total car miles in Britain increased from 208.3 billion miles to
7
240.7 billion miles. However, over the same time period, the total population of Britain increased from approximately 55.9 million in
8
9
1991 to 61.4 million in 2011. The British National Travel Survey (NTS) provides evidence that the number of car/van miles driven
1
per person per year has decreased by about 7% between 1995/97 and 2012. In London, the number of car/van miles driven per
10
person per year has decreased by 37% in the same timeframe, which is much more than the national average. The levelling off of
car miles per person per year in the last 15-25 years has also been observed in other countries with high levels of car ownership
11
and use, including France, Germany, Japan and the USA.

Traffic on the Strategic Road Network
The Strategic Roads Network (SRN) consists of most of the motorways and some ‘A’ roads in England, which are managed by the
Highways Agency. Despite making up only 2.4% of road length in England, in 2012 the SRN carried 32.7% of all road traffic and
12
65.5% of all HGV traffic. It is difficult to determine the change in traffic over time specifically on the SRN because since 1999 the
management of parts of the SRN has been transferred from the HA to relevant Local Authorities (22.7%). Taking this into account,
best estimates are that traffic volumes on the SRN grew by 7% from 2002 to 2012, compared to a 3% fall experienced by Local
13
Authority managed roads in the same time period; however these statistics are experimental and should be treated with caution.
This suggests that there are different rates of growth on different classes of road, and that the SRN may be under more pressure
than its local counterparts due to a concentration of traffic on these road classes, and a relative increase in car miles per person
amongst populations using the SRN.

Comparative trends in rail use
The levelling off of car miles per person contrasts strongly with trends in rail traffic in Britain. Following a period of decline in
passenger mileage starting in the late 1950s, and flat demand during the 1970s and 1980s, there has been a steady and continual
increase in rail traffic since the mid-1990s, right through the recent recession. Between 1995/7 and 2005/7 passenger miles per
person on the National Rail network grew by 50%, due almost entirely to higher proportions of the population travelling by train,
14
rather than to existing users making more frequent or longer rail trips.

Future trends in traffic
Both proponents and opponents of ‘peak car’ would generally agree that the number of car miles per person has levelled off or
declined since the mid-1990s. Both would also largely agree that changes in travel behaviour are influenced by wider economic
factors, as well as social, cultural and spatial factors. However, they disagree as to the primacy of these drivers.

Models estimating increasing traffic growth
In July 2013, DfT published ‘Action for Roads’, which stated that they expect to see a return to nationwide traffic growth once the
15
economy grows, based on supporting forecasts from the NTM. DfT state that the NTM takes into account a wide range of
explanatory factors for the level of road traffic, including congestion levels, demographic changes, manufacturing growth, as well as
2
availability and cost of alternative modes of transport. However, the NTM finds that the three key drivers for road traffic on the
strategic road network are population, income and fuel costs (fuel price and fuel efficiency). Based on estimates of 20% population
1

Please note that the National Travel Survey (NTS) combines figures for car and van use. The NTS also makes a distinction between driver miles
and passenger miles for cars/vans. Car/van passenger miles have decreased by 11% from 1995/97 to 2012. Figures prior to 1995/97 have not
been included as data from 1995 onwards have been weighted, causing a one-off uplift in distance travelled per person from 1992/94 to 1995/97.
2
Personal correspondence.
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growth in England from 2010 to 2040, a rise in GDP per capita of 57% and a fall in fuel costs of 28%, the 2013 central forecast is
that total car miles across all classes of roads will increase by 39% from 2010 to 2040 (44% on the SRN and 37% on the nonSRN). In terms of car miles per person, this equates to an increase of 20% percent by 2040 (14% above pre-recession levels).
Although this is an increase in car miles per person, it is a smaller increase relative to changes in GDP and fuel price than observed
in the past. The 2013 forecast estimates that the rate of traffic growth relative to income growth will continue to decline over time as
16
we move towards saturation in the market, where rising incomes fail to result in demand for additional cars.

Models estimating static or declining traffic growth
Proponents of ‘peak car’ argue that lower growth in GDP and higher fuel prices are important factors, but that they are not sufficient
17
to account for changes in travel behaviour in isolation. They highlight that car miles per person remained stable during the years
18
of steady economic growth from the mid-1990s to 2007. There are various models of explanation for this trend across supporters,
but all suggest that there are complex interactions between economic factors and social, cultural and spatial factors, and that these
are likely to endure over time to some extent. Consequently, proponents project that on average car miles per person will remain
static or decline, even in a growing economy. Taking this into account, they argue that social, cultural and spatial factors will be
19
increasingly important in determining the overall amount and modes of travel in the future.

Key factors underlying the peak car debate
Three key observed changes in driving behaviour that contribute to much of the debate as to whether traffic growth is likely to
increase, remain static or decrease in the future are outlined below. Whilst there is broad agreement that these changes have
occurred, there is debate as to whether economic factors are the key drivers, or whether changes in travel behaviour, land use
patterns and demographics will endure beyond economic recovery. This impacts on projections of future car use.

More older people are driving, but less younger people are driving
The number of older people holding a full driving licence has increased. Between 1995/97 and 2012 the proportion of people aged
70 and over holding a licence increased from 38% to 58%, and the proportion of people aged 60-69 increased from 63% to 79%.
This is due to an ageing of existing licence holders rather than large numbers of newly qualified drivers in older age groups. By
contrast, the proportion of young adults (aged 17-20) with a full driving licence has decreased since the early 1990s when driving
licence holding for this age group was at its highest. In 1995/97, 43% of those aged 17-20 held a full licence, compared with a low
20
of 27% in 2004 and 36% in 2012. Key evidence as to the reasons for these changes and their likely future impact is below.
 Although more older people (aged over 60) drive than they used to, average car mileage per person peaks in people’s 40s and
21
thereafter decreases. Further, growth in the number of older people driving is generally held to be in line with expectations,
because the replacement of carless generations by fully motorised generations is still ongoing, especially for women. This broad
22
trend has also been reported in Germany and France.
 The proportion of young people holding a licence in Britain fluctuates year on year and the data does not show a linear
downward trend since the early 1990s. However, a systematic review found that driver licensing amongst young people had
23
declined in the last 10-20 years in a number of developed countries, including the US, Australia, Norway, Sweden and Britain.
This trend is of key interest within the peak car debate, as it is contrary to what was expected in the past. If it endures, it could
mean that car miles per person will gradually fall off as ‘generation Y’ reach middle age and replace the current generation of
24
highly car-dependent users.
There is not consensus on whether declining youth licensing is due to choice or constraint. Evidence shows that changes in the
affordability of driving (including increasing costs of learning to drive and car insurance and decreasing youth employment) is
important. It also suggests that changes in lifestyle (such as more higher education, later marriage and greater urbanisation) and
attitudinal factors (such as perception of the car as a status symbol) are also important factors, either in their own right or as
25
modifiers of economic influences. Importantly though, it is not clear whether these trends will persist as young people grow older,
or whether they are simply delaying getting a license and more research is needed to better understand these complex influences.
However, some research in Britain indicates early signs of partial persistence and that the later learning is associated with lower car
26
miles per person in comparison to early learning.

More women are driving, but men are driving less
Overall, in 2012 men drove nearly twice as many miles per year than women on average (4,291 miles compared with 2,475 miles).
However, between 1995/97 and 2012 the average car mileage driven by men fell by 20%, compared to a 25% increase in mileage
27
driven by women. This trend has been examined in detail in several studies, including one published by the RAC Foundation
28
based on the NTS survey. Key findings from this report are below.
 For men aged 30 and over, reductions in driving mileage were reported to be the result of less miles per driver, with the
proportion of males who were drivers remaining stable. The report found that the key factor accounting for most of the reduction
in miles by men aged 30 and over was a sharp fall in company car use, which appears to be linked to changes in fiscal policy
and that this is likely to be largely a one-off step change reduction. They concluded that if company car mileage is discounted,
then there has been a pattern of continuing growth in private car use for those aged 30 and over, outside London, up to 2007.
 For men in their 20s, car miles per person fell by nearly 2,000 miles, or 30%, between 1995/7 and 2005/7. Data indicates that
this is due to a combination of fewer young men driving and a reduction in mileage on the part of those who do drive.
 For women, growth in driving levels is partly due to an increasing proportion of the female population becoming drivers. About
half of the growth in women’s car mileage has been for commuting and work-related travel. It is unclear whether future car use
by women will follow current trends among men.
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Overall, the ‘company car effect’ fits well with the changes in travel behaviour amongst middle-aged men. However, the largest
reductions in company car miles have been among men classified as ‘professionals’, and private car miles have also fallen for this
29
group, indicating no aggregate switch from company to private car miles. More research needs to be conducted to determine the
impact of competing options on the reduction in company car usage, such as using a private car and claiming a business mileage
30
rate or having some form of light van. This is important because research around future traffic growth has tended to focus on car
use, which has historically been the main contributor to changes in the volume of traffic; however from 2002-2012 traffic volume for
31
all vehicle types decreased except for light goods vehicles (vans), which increased by over a fifth (21.5%). As such, vans are of
growing relevance to overall traffic levels on Britain’s roads, and research is needed to understand the differences in how cars and
vans are used. Further, the ‘company-car effect’ cannot explain the sharp downward trend in driving among young men.

People drive less in urban areas, but more in rural areas and on motorways
There is wide agreement that the data indicates differential travel behaviours in different locations, with the distance travelled by car
per person in England varying more than fourfold between the most and least urbanised areas (Inner London and mainly rural
32
33
districts). Further, whilst growth in urban areas is decreasing, growth in rural areas has remained static or is increasing. The
34
volume of traffic on motorways has also grown, by 8.4% from 2002 to 2012. Key factors influencing this trend are outlined below.
 Saturation of demand. The average time spent travelling has remained fairly static over time at around one hour a day (the
35
‘Marchetti wall’ effect). Some researchers, including a former Chief Scientist at DfT, have argued that people have historically
used faster modes of travel, such as the car, to achieve a wider choice of destinations (shops, entertainment etc.) by travelling
36
further within that time. However, as roads have become busier the benefits of travelling by car may diminish, especially in
urban areas where roads can be highly congested and there is wide choice within a small area. In urban locations (and
especially London), this shift has been accelerated by investments in public transport, which has become faster and more
reliable, and policy measures to restrict traffic and parking space (such as the congestion charge in London).
 Re-urbanisation. Models of population growth and spatial distribution indicate that long-standing trends of counter-urbanisation
(movements from conurbations and cities to smaller towns and rural areas) are increasingly being offset by population growth in
London and other larger urban areas. This is likely due to a combination of demographic factors (a concentration of international
migrants and younger adults generally in these areas) and land use planning policies promoting urban regeneration, the use of
37
‘brownfield’ (previously developed) land and higher densities in new developments.
The NTM takes into account a range of demographic and land use factors in different geographical areas, but it is intended to be a
policy tool for the national level. DfT accepts that the NTM has not accurately represented trends in London, but argues that this
38
does not significantly affect the forecasts. However, some peak car proponents have highlighted that recent trends for specific
39
groups of people or places are much more apparent at a disaggregate level. For example, some researchers argue that although
the impact of geographical location on aggregate car use was relatively small alongside the large increases in use generally prior to
the 1990s, as the rate of growth overall has declined the issue of spatial distribution has become much more important in explaining
current travel behaviour and influencing future trends. Further, DfT’s forecasts assume no change in Government policy beyond
that already announced. However, researchers have stressed that car use will be shaped by future policies around land use
planning and measures to reduce driving, including the viability of alternative modes of transport.
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