
Response to TfN Decarbonisation Strategy from HDCA

These are Harrogate District Cycle Action (HDCA)'s comments on Transport for the North (TfN)'s 
Decarbonisation Strategy. It begins by picking out a few points from TfN's report.

Introduction/The Role of TfN
“We have a clear remit to identify the transport infrastructure required to support transformational 
economic growth in the North, and to prioritise that investment. This places TfN...in a strategic position
to identify the transport infrastructure and policy measures that are required to achieve the North's 
decarbonisation ambitions.”

There are problems and contradictions inherent in this statement:

• an unquestioning focus on economic growth has resulted in the destruction of much of our 
environment, and heated the climate to the brink of disaster

• very big and expensive civil engineering projects have large carbon costs in the 
construction phase; then, projected carbon savings from the finished project are often based 
on the hope that people will use the new infrastructure instead of the old, when in reality 
expanding travel infrastructure results in more travel

“...around 70% of road transport emissions in the North [originate] from trips on the Major and 
Strategic Road Networks.” The suggested solution is to develop 'a pan-regional electric vehicles 
charging infrastructure framework.'

Parliament's Science & Technology Committee has looked at the evidence in detail, and they say that 
swapping to electric cars won't be enough to solve our climate problem. 'In the long-term, widespread 
personal vehicle ownership does not appear to be compatible with significant decarbonisation.'

That makes it clear that reducing vehicle miles is the most effective, and probably only, solution to the 
problem of road transport emissions. In fact, the opposite is happening in the north of England. One 
local example is J47 of the A1M, where millions are being spent by Highways England, North 
Yorkshire County Council, and the City of York Council, on increasing the rate at which cars can 
access the motorway.

Decarbonisation Trajectory
The trajectory:

• a 55% reduction in emissions from 2018 to 2030, achieved mostly through mode shift and 
demand reduction

• a 95% reduction in emissions from 2018 to 2040, and
•  2045 is a 'close to zero' date for emissions from surface transport in the North

That goes some way to answering our criticisms set out under the heading 'the Role of TfN' above – a 
recognition of the need for mode shift and demand reduction - but the problems of actually achieving 
reductions remain. For example:

“...the programmes and projects that together make up TfN's investment programme should collectively
emit close to zero carbon dioxide emissions by 2045. It is also true that many of these projects and 
programmes may actively help reduce emissions in the longer term. For example, rail schemes may 
lead to a reduction in car vehicle and road freight mileage.”

That is not a strategy that can work – building railway lines, and hoping people will use their cars less. 



There isn't a fixed volume of demand for travel; people will use the available infrastructure. The only 
ways to reduce vehicle miles are reducing capacity and/or increasing costs.

Estimating Current and Future Emissions
The report includes some interesting statistics about current surface transport emissions in the North. 
The emissions come from:

• cars > 50%
• HGVs 28%
• Vans 11%
• Bus and rail 5%

In 2018, SUVs made up a quarter of cars and a third of new car sales. 70% of emissions were on the 
Major & Strategic Road Network.

9% of car emissions are from business travel, 24% commuting, and 67% are 'other'. 

75% of car trips are < 5km, and 90% are < 10km.

“Trips over 50km, while representing only 1% of car trips, were responsible for 14% of emissions. The 
difficulty of shifting these trips to cleaner modes demonstrates the importance of decarbonising the 
vehicle fleet in order to meet decarbonisation targets in the medium and long-term.”

Electric cars are not zero emissions, due to embedded emissions from manufacture and use of fossil 
fuels in producing electricity. A large part of TfN's strategy involves 'decarbonising the vehicle fleet', 
apparently based on the idea that electric vehicles are zero carbon – which is not the case.

An electric car is lower carbon. Over its lifetime, it produces 50% less CO2 than an average EU car 
https://www.transportenvironment.org/what-we-do/electric-cars. That leaves a gap between the 
assumption that electric cars are zero carbon, which appears multiple times in TfN's Decarbonisation 
Strategy, and the reality that they represent a 50% reduction.

Decarbonisation Pathways

The report says there's a carbon budget of 306 mega-tonnes from 2018 to 2050, but all four modelled 
scenarios show this being used up by 2030.

https://www.transportenvironment.org/what-we-do/electric-cars


TfN identify mode shift and demand reduction as the most effective policies that can be implemented 
quickly. Again, this highlights the inconsistency that TfN sees itself as planning and building 
infrastructure, but that is the opposite of what's needed to reduce emissions.

Significant reductions in distance travelled by vehicles are required, including by 2025 and 2030 (see 
Table 2 above).

Policy Analysis
'Zero-Emission Vehicles'
Policy Analysis includes a sub-section on “Zero Emission Vehicles (ZEVs)” - which as pointed out 
above is a misdescription of electric cars. They represent a 50% reduction in CO2 over their lifetimes. 
Accurate language is vital.

The report does admit this: 'In the long term, as the fleet becomes predominantly electrified, even if running on energy generated through 

renewable sources, a ZEV will still have a significant carbon footprint through the emissions embodied in its manufacture.' Why then would the 
report's authors use an inaccurate term to describe electric vehicles?

The report acknowledges that we need a short-term and long-term reduction in car miles, so is it 
sensible to propose grants for the purchase of electric cars? This may encourage more car trips.

Electrifying railway lines and electric buses are good policies.

Demand Management
There's a sub-section on mode shift and demand reduction. Policies include funding to improve bus and
rail.

The policy analysis section also deals with active travel and planning.

Increasing uptake in active travel will require policies and investments that promote comfort, safety and convenience and prioritise provision for active travel ahead
of motorised transport, particularly the private car. Local planning policies can play a role, for example by protecting pedestrian use of pavements and supporting 
active commuting by requiring workplaces to provide appropriate facilities. Policies should also promote safe and accessible use of e-bikes and scooters for longer
distance trips. 

Both local and national planning policy should place greater emphasis on the location of new development in relation to existing and proposed public transport 
hubs. New developments without easy access to public transport should consider how appropriate alternatives are incorporated (e.g. shared transport solutions). 
A related approach is to remove the need to travel long distances by creating ‘15- or 20-minute neighbourhoods’, where residents can meet most needs within a 
short walk or cycle and use public transport to access other services.

These are good ideas, but none of them is happening in Harrogate.

Also in the Demand Management sub-section is the idea that running an EV will be cheap, which could
incentivise more use. To counteract this, road user charging is proposed. 

Parking policy could include reducing supply, and a Workplace Parking Levy. Parking in city centres 
can be repurposed as cycle infrastructure or green space.

LTNs can reduce car ownership and use.

An aspect of demand reduction is encouraging the take-up of shared mobility, with a suggestion that 
the Community Infrastructure Levy can fund shared vehicle provision in new developments.

TfN estimate that their Northern Powerhouse Rail project will remove 58,000 car trips per day from the
road. In our view, this is optimistic but not realistic. If some commuter trips switch to rail, and capacity 
is freed up on the road network, other people will make more car trips, or make trips at different times, 
filling up the capacity.



Comments on the Decarbonisation Strategy
These are the main points we would make in response to the strategy.

1) There's an inherent contradiction between TfN's central purpose – infinite economic growth in a 
region with finite natural resources – and stopping the emission of greenhouse gases. The organisation's
central purpose should be re-thought.

2) TfN is largely concerned with building large-scale transport infrastructure, and this is unhelpful to 
the challenge of decarbonising transport. As the report identifies, mode shift and demand reduction are 
the most urgent actions.

3) Building railway lines and hoping they will lead to a reduction in car trips won't work. Induced 
demand means that when new main roads or bypasses are built, traffic expands to fill the capacity; 
similarly, if some road capacity is freed up by new rail capacity, people will make more car trips, or 
trips at different times, by car, to fill the roads again.

4) It is interesting to note that the 1% of car trips over 50km account for 14% of emissions; and that 
70% of road transport emissions are from Major & Strategic Roads.

At HDCA our focus is, and will continue to be, making it more attractive to make short, local journeys 
by bike (or on foot) rather than by car. This is important in terms of quality of public spaces and quality
of life. 

However, we appreciate that longer car trips on main roads are a major issue in terms of 
decarbonisation.

5) Describing electric cars as “Zero Emission Vehicles” dents the credibility of the Decarbonisation 
Strategy. Effectively, it amounts to eliminating huge quantities of greenhouse gases with a linguistic 
trick.

6) The timescale is short for huge
carbon reductions from surface
transport – reductions of 55% between
2018 and 2030. At the time of writing,
we're half way through 2021.

Part of the reason is that adding too
much CO2 to the atmosphere could
make the North of England
uninhabitable, with Summer maximum
temperatures nearly 12C hotter than
now.

The necessary action is not being taken, a point developed below.

7) Demand reduction is identified as a necessary measure, but no action is currently being taken to 
achieve this.

At J47 of the A1M, and in many other places, capacity for vehicles to access motorways is being 
increased. This will lead to increased car trips on motorways. TfN has stated that trips on Major & 
Strategic Roads account for 70% of road transport emissions – but work is going on to increase these 



emissions, which is the opposite of what is required.

SUVs are much less efficient and more polluting than smaller more aerodynamic vehicles, but they are 
an increasing proportion of vehicles on the road, which is the opposite of what is required. Nothing is 
being done to outlaw them, or make them so expensive to own that people are put off.

8) There is a short but good section in TfN's report on planning policy, housing developments, active 
travel, and 15 minute neighbourhoods. Responding to TfN's Decarbonisation Strategy in the local 
paper, North Yorkshire County Council welcomed these ideas. Unfortunately, they are not 
implementing any of them in Harrogate – or in other parts of the county as far as we are aware.

Specifically:

Theory Practice

Local planning policies can protect pedestrian 
use of pavements.

Drivers routinely park on pavements. Nothing is 
done about it. Complaints to the local authority 
result in no action. Harrogate Borough Council 
(HBC) say they have no powers to stop this, and
it is up to the police. The police do nothing 
about it.

It's an offence to leave a vehicle's engine idling. Drivers idle all around Harrogate with impunity.
There is zero enforcement by HBC and zero 
enforcement by the police. Requests for Switch 
Off Engines Reduce Emissions signs are ignored
or met with excuses about “clutter”.

Local planning policies can support active 
commuting.

All recent and current housing developments in 
Harrogate are car-centric. They are on the edge 
of town, and the car will in effect be the only 
option. Examples include Dunlopillo Pannal, 
King Edwin Park Penny Pot Lane, Killinghall, 
and the A59 Skipton Road.

Policies are in place stating that active travel 
should be the first priority, and provided for in 
new developments. Those policies are totally 
ignored, and not a single useful cycle route has 
been included in any of them.

Timing is also an issue: houses go up, roads are 
built and modified, but cycle infrastructure (if 
any) is the subject of years of delay and 
wrangling.

The two local authorities are incapable of setting
and policing proper requirements on developers 
to pay for active travel infrastructure. S106 
money is way below what is needed, is not 
coordinated between different developments, 
and it is often simply not collected due to delays,
mistakes, lack of communication, or the fact that
it appears not to be a priority. Local authorities' 



lack of resources due to underfunding probably 
also plays a role.

A greater emphasis on new developments close 
to existing public transport hubs.

This is a good idea, but it is not happening. 
Partly because Harrogate lacked a local plan for 
many years, HBC had to agree to many 
unsuitable developments on the fringe of town. 
The blame for this falls on HBC, but also on 
David Cameron's planning reforms, which 
favoured developers in these circumstances and 
gave them carte blanche in the absence of a local
plan.

Because of the lag between applications for 
planning permission and houses being occupied,
it is hard to see how this problem can be 
resolved on the timescale for emissions 
reductions set out by TfN – but a start must be 
made.

15 minute neighbourhoods where residents can 
walk or cycle a short distance or most needs.

These are an excellent idea, but they aren't 
happening in Harrogate.

The Otley Road Cycleway was funded by the 
National Productivity Infrastructure Fund in 
2017, and due to be built in July 2018. It would 
enable short local journeys by bike. In June 
2021, no work whatsoever has started on it. We 
have heard a plethora of excuses, but ultimately 
if it were prioritised by North Yorkshire County 
Council, and resources allocated to it, then it 
would proceed. As it is, NYCC are far more 
interested in high-carbon roads projects.

The timescale for avoiding catastrophic 
temperature rises is short, and Harrogate hasn't 
started doing any of the things recommended by 
TfN in relation to planning and development.

Conclusion
The TfN report has much good information in it, and it sets out the huge scale of the challenge and 
short timescale. More accurate language should be used in relation to electric cars. The effect of 
building new railway lines on motor vehicle trips should be analysed carefully; assumptions that 
millions of car trips will be taken off the roads are far too optimistic.

Locally in Harrogate, none of the necessary steps on planning and development is being taken. There is
a chasm between rhetoric and reality. 

HDCA
11th June 2021


