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Professor David Banister

CONCLUSION

THE DILEMMAS OF
SUSTAINABLE TRANSPORT



This set of five international papers builds on the burgeoning literature on sustainable transport,
taking the three pillars of sustainability or 3Es (the economic, equity and environmental pillars)
and applying them to a range of topics, mainly based on cities. The focus is primarily, but not
exclusively urban, and in each case different elements of the 3Es are taken. The first paper on
Sydney highlights the importance of looking holistically at urban sustainability, arguing for the
need to make assessments over time, through monitoring and linking explicitly the sometimes
conflicting aims of development and transport. Its focus is economic and environmental. This is
in contrast to the much more local concern of the second paper that examines different design
principles at the neighbourhood level in Newcastle (UK), by exploring the means to reconcile the
demands of traffic with those of the local community through different patterns of layout and
the use of urban space. The concern here is with equity and the environment.

The priorities of cities in the developing world are very different, and here the example of Delhi is
taken to promote the importance of accessibility in determining access to jobs in both the formal
and informal sectors. But the principal concern is over access for the urban poor to jobs, and
the problems they have to overcome in situations where rapid urbanisation and motorisation are
taking place, resulting in longer distance journeys and low levels of accessibility. The focus is on
economic and equity factors. The fourth paper does not have a locational focus, but explores
the ownership of the road infrastructure, arguing that if it was seen as a private rather than
a public good, it would be clear as to whom it belongs and the environmental externalities of
transport could be internalised. The concern is over the reconciliation of the economic and the
environmental priorities.

The final paper looks at six different scenarios for transport and land use policies in Denver, taking
the reader through the thinking and comparison of alternatives to the realities of implementation.
The options consider the trade-offs between more or less intensive use of land, and a greater
or lesser priority given to public transport. Here again the interest is over the economic and
environmental arguments. All five papers seem to focus more on the economic and environmental
elements of sustainable transport, and to a lesser extent on the equity problems, but none of
them considers all three pillars of sustainability at the same time. This observation encapsulates
the difficulty of thinking holistically on sustainable transport as it relates to cities. The Sydney
and Denver papers get closest, but in both cases the equity elements are restricted to spatial
variations, rather than the more commonly used social and intergenerational definitions of equity
(as stated in the Brundtland Report, 1987).

There seems to be a basic dilemma here, particularly when sustainable transport is based within
the more recent debates on climate change and the contribution that transport should make in
achieving reduction targets for the emissions of carbon dioxide. All people like talking about
sustainable transport, but there is little enthusiasm about changing the ways in which travel
is actually undertaken. When city transport is considered, the common reaction is to look at
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technological innovation as the way forward, so that existing patterns of travel can continue,
but with the use of less carbon. In principle, this preferred alternative appeals to most people,
but the reality is more complex.

Even if the most efficient cars and other forms of urban transport are used, there is still the
substantial growth in traffic, and this severely reduces any positive impacts resulting from the
technology. The purchasing patterns of individuals do not match up to expectations, as very
few people buy the most energy efficient options, selecting higher performance vehicles instead,
and even the current optimism for electric city vehicles has a time horizon of 2020, as it will
take at least ten years to switch the electricity supply industry from carbon energy sources to
renewables. There are also the substantial costs of switching from one well established carbon
based infrastructure to another non carbon based system. The transition costs are high. In
addition to using the most efficient technologies, behavioural change is essential. Technological
futures are important, but on their own they will not provide the elusive sustainable transport
system.

Cities provide us with the best opportunity for moving towards sustainable transport. The starting
point needs to be a view as to the sustainable city of the future, in terms of its economic functions
(e.g. employment, government, housing, education and health), as well as its attractiveness
(e.g. cultural, social and community). The city should be inclusive and cater for all sections of
the population. The quality of life should be high, with city living based around good quality
affordable housing, strong neighbourhoods and good facilities that are easily accessible. This
would seem to match up with the three pillars of economic, equity and environmental elements of
the sustainable city. The city must be seen as a place for people, providing opportunities for all,
in a safe and secure neighbourhood, with green space and other recreational facilities accessible
to all. It is then that we consider what sort of sustainable transport system might be most
appropriate to fit this vision of the city - transport serves the city.

In many European cities, over 50% of all trips are made by walk and cycling, and this target
could be even higher. The quality of the public transport system should be so good that it is not
necessary to own a car in the city. The car spends most of its time parked, occupying valuable
urban space. It is expensive in terms of the capital and running costs, its depreciation and its
insurance costs. The car should be seen as a functional form of transport, not an icon or an
identity statement. If a car is needed, then it could be hired for a specific purpose, and this would
ensure the right sized vehicle is being used in each situation. These hire vehicles would all be
“clean”, probably small electric or plug-in hybrid city vehicles, using the latest technology. Smart
card hire schemes could also be operated for delivery vans, scooters and hicycles. All public
transport would be powered by renewable energy, either electric (trams) or hydrogen fuel cells
(buses, bus rapid transit and flexible minibus transport). All transport in the city would be “clean”,
with low energy costs and power coming mainly from renewable electricity.



Many of the streets could be closed to vehicles, either permanently or at particular times, so that
space can be reallocated to priority users, or for markets, or for safe travel to schools. Such
a change would have health and safety benefits, as would very low speeds in residential and
shopping areas where people outnumber vehicles. Cities would be designed around their public
transport networks, with high densities at public transport accessible interchanges, and new
residential locations could be designed as car free developments. So much is possible.

What conclusions can be drawn from these papers? First, as noted abhove, we need to move
away from belief that technology can provide a low carbon transport system. It underestimates
the scale of the problem to be addressed in the transport sector, which is characterised by a
steady and continuous increase in travel with no real contribution to carbon dioxide reductions.
There needs to be a much greater focus on the role that land use planning can have in determining
the urban form of the sustainable city at all levels from the city wide to the local neighbourhood
(see papers 1 and 2). There must be a much greater concern over the disadvantaged, as cities
should be inclusive of all people (see paper 3), and this includes important issues concerning the
ownership and use of space (see paper 4). There should also be a much greater recognition of
the problems of translating good ideas into practice, in particular when the complexity of the
relationships between pricing, urban form and transport are considered (see papers 4 and 5).

In addition, the young people need to be engaged in the process of serious debate, as they are
the ones that have to sort out the problems that today’s decision makers have failed to address.
The intergenerational equity argument introduced by Brundtland (1987) has come full circle.
The planet is not being passed onto future generations in as good or a better shape as it was
inherited. Current young researchers and decision makers need to have the commitment and
courage to reverse the inaction of previous generations. This means that there must be effective
leadership that places environmental issues and social equity at the same level, or even above,
economic growth. Too often, key environmental and equity concerns are ignored when economic
growth is possible, but this option tends to emphasise the short term gains rather than the longer
term losses.

Effective leadership must look at new visions of the city and implement effective strategies that
are hoth politically and publicly acceptable. It is unlikely that there is going to be any substantial
increase in the supply of city infrastructure for transport, and so the biggest challenge for urban
planners is to decide how that infrastructure can be managed in the most sustainable way. This
includes the allocation of space to different types of use (perhaps by time of day and day of
week), substantial increases in the costs of access hy car to that space, and decisions about
who actually owns that space.

This is the basic dilemma facing society in terms of climate change and sustainable transport.
People like travelling and much more travel is being undertaken, yet there is also an awareness
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of the environmental and social costs of travelling, and the individual responsibilities, both locally
and globally. Social networks are growing, and they are increasingly international in their scope,
and the global economy is also totally dependent on long supply chains. To some extent individual
behaviour can be modified and travel substituted through technological innovation. But in many
cases, there is no substitute for face to face contact, and people want to experience other
places and cultures. It presents a classic case of the conflict between individual preferences
and choices, as opposed to the wider concerns of society to protect the environment and future
generations. This is why there are no simple answers to the question about what is sustainable
transport, and even the understanding of the complexities of the choices available are also
embryonic, and serious debate between all parties now needs to become central to all decisions
on the future of cities.
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