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What the LGA Climate Change 
Commission said:

the supply of fossil fuels is limited and energy •	
demand worldwide continues to increase, 
with demand expected to be 50 per cent 
higher in 2030 than today
the analysis varies but some commentators •	
say that global oil production has already 
peaked – the German-based Energy Watch 
Group predicts that production will fall by 
seven per cent a year from now on. Others 
say that it will peak in the next 10 years

introduction

 

The world’s energy comes from a variety of 
sources, but the single biggest source (37 per 
cent of the total) is oil.1 In recent times, a key 
characteristic of the world energy markets 
has been the high volatility of oil prices. At 
the start of July 2007, crude oil was trading 
at just over $71 a barrel2 with unleaded petrol 
and diesel costing 97 pence per litre (ppl). In 
January 2008, US crude broke the $100 barrier 
for the first time and by July 2008 had peaked 
to around $146 a barrel with petrol cost 119 
ppl and diesel 133 ppl3. Prices have recently 
come back down closer to the $50 level against 
a background of slowing global economic 
growth, but prices remain extremely volatile by 
historic standards. 

So was the high peak in prices a temporary 
blip? Or do we need to prepare for an era of 
higher oil and energy prices? Perhaps more 
importantly, how do we frame this trend against 
one of the most significant challenges we face – 
climate change? 

In the future all sectors of the economy are 
likely to be affected to some extent by the 
end of the era of cheap oil. But the effect on 
the transport sector will be greatest because 
it is so heavily reliant on liquid fuels. This 
report therefore will have a particular focus on 
transport and oil price uncertainty.

The first section of this report looks at the 
evidence and concludes that increasing 
demand, particularly from developing 
economies, combined with a declining supply of 
easy and cheap oil is likely to mean greater price 
uncertainty in the long term.
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The second section makes recommendations 
to local authorities about practical steps they 
can take to help households and businesses 
adapt. It also offers some practical examples 
of action being taken now by local authorities 
and communities to prepare for challenges of 
diminishing energy supplies and climate change. 
 
The third section suggests what central 
government needs to do to help local councils.

It is our hope that this report will be of use to 
all local authorities in demonstrating leadership 
and stimulating innovations on this most vital of 
issues. This information will be applicable to all 
member and officer communities not just those 
focused on environment issues. 

Acknowledgements 
We would like to thank all those colleagues and 
organisations who contributed to this report, 
and in particular Elena Staley and Francesca 
Rhodes who provided invaluable support and 
research.



Volatile times: transport, climate change and the price of oil4

1. Why do we need to worry about the 
end of cheap oil?

Peak oil theory
Some commentators believe that we have 
reached, or will soon reach the point of peak 
oil, when global oil production reaches its 
maximum level and goes into decline. As the 
earlier quotation from the LGA Climate Change 
Commission indicates, estimates vary about 
when peak oil will be reached4, but over 60 
of the world’s 98 oil producing countries have 
‘peaked’ in terms of oil production and another 
14 could peak within the next decade.5 

Peak oil theory would suggest that oil prices 
will continue to rise, with recent estimates of 
an average of US$150 a barrel by 2010 and 
over US$200 a barrel by 20126.The theory is 
controversial, but regardless of the arguments, 
all will agree that oil is a finite resource and will 
become a declining resource at some point. 7

Increasing demand at home and abroad 
Whether or not peak oil has been reached, 
at home increasing demand for car travel 
and freight is predicted to grow, while other 
regulatory and fiscal interventions are likely to 
increase the price of using fossil fuel.8 

Increasing demand, particularly from the 
developing world, is also likely to put strong 
upward pressure on the oil price in the longer 
term. The US government’s energy statistics 
agency, the Energy Information Administration 
(EIA) has predicted that world energy 
consumption will grow by 50 per cent between 
2005 and 2030. The most rapid growth in 
demand will come from non-OECD9 countries, 
where demand will increase by 85 per cent 
as a result of robust economic growth and 
expanding populations, as compared to 19 per 
cent in OECD countries. The EIA figures show 
that liquid fuels will continue to supply the 
largest share of world energy consumption over 
the projection period but their share falls from 
37 per cent in 2005 to 33 per cent in 2030.

“On a global basis, the transport sector will 
account for 74 per cent of the total projected 
increase in liquid fuel use from 2005 to 2030, 
because liquid fuels [which include ethanol, 
biodiesel and liquid fuel derived from coal], 
cannot easily be substituted for transport 
uses.”
US Energy Information Administration, 2008
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One of the most striking figures in the EIA 
projections is the importance of liquid fuel 
to transport. On a global basis, the transport 
sector will account for 74 per cent of the total 
projected increase in liquids use from 2005 
to 2030, because liquid fuels cannot easily be 
substituted for transport uses10. 

Another way of looking at this is in terms of 
national shares of consumption. Currently 
the United States, which accounts for 4.5 per 
cent of the world’s population, consumes 25 
per cent of the world’s oil11. Many traditional 
petroleum exporting countries12 have massive 
and growing infrastructure programmes that 
increasingly cut into their scope for export. The 
two most populous nations, China and India, 
between them account for 37 per cent of the 
world’s population but consume 11 per cent of 
the world’s oil. However they are also among 
the economies that are showing the strongest 
growth in oil consumption and are predicted 
to experience the strongest future economic 
growth - Goldman Sachs has predicted they will 
both surpass the US economy in size by 205013.

Won’t price increases reduce demand and 
bring forward increased supply?
Some commentators argue that in line with 
classical economic theory, increasing oil prices 
will reduce demand, bring forward increased or 
alternative supply and encourage investment in 
replacement technologies and restore prices to 
equilibrium. 

The difficulty is that there is likely to be a 
significant time lag in bringing increased oil 
production on stream and in any case, it is likely 

to be more costly to get out of the ground 
– the ‘easy’ oil has already been harvested. 
Even if higher prices bring forward alternative 
technologies there is likely to be a time lag in 
bringing these new technologies to the market. 
For example, even if electric cars could rapidly 
replace the current petrol driven fleet, bringing 
forward non-oil dependent energy sources 
such as renewables or nuclear to produce the 
electricity to power them will probably take 
many years. 

Concern over future production capacity is 
reinforced by the high degree of geopolitical 
risk attached with world oil markets. Current 
world oil supplies are highly concentrated, and 
much of those supplies are held by nations 
that limit access to private investment, thereby 
preventing full development of production 
through enhanced expertise and technology.14 



Volatile times: transport, climate change and the price of oil6

What about the credit crunch, isn’t that 
pushing down the price of oil? 
The global financial crisis does indeed have 
implications on economic growth and commodity 
demand. However the fundamental long-term 
supply and demand picture for oil has not 
changed. High and rising depletion rates at 
existing oil fields, exacerbated by the growth of 
countries such as China and India, will make it 
increasingly hard for new supplies to keep pace. 
The key point here is the future is very volatile. 

The LGA recently produced the publication 
Global slowdown: local solutions  (LGA, 
November 2008). This document provides 
examples of the positive actions councils are 
taking to combat the effects of the recession on 
residents, businesses and communities.15

“We gotta get off oil, America 
has got to change its habits,”.. 
“It should be obvious to all, 
demand has outstripped supply, 
which makes prices go up.”16 
George W. Bush, 5 March 2008

Who will dearer oil have the most impact on?
The most obvious challenge of dearer oil is the 
impact on household budgets. 14 per cent of 
household spending already goes on transport and 
79 per cent of this spending is on private motoring. 
Fuel accounts for 4 per cent of the average weekly 
household expenditure, the second most costly 
weekly product or service after the cost of housing.17 
The rising price of oil is also having an impact on 
general inflation through the impact on distribution 
and supply chain costs and on the price of gas, 
because gas and oil prices are often linked.18

It is going to have a greater impact on people 
who do not have easy alternatives to the car, 
for example those living in rural areas who do 
not have convenient access to public transport 
and who already spend 20 per cent more on 
transport than those living in urban areas.19 
People with limited mobility such as older 
people and those with disabilities will also be 
disproportionately affected.

It will also have an impact on suburban areas 
that have developed in ways that make people 
reliant on cars. About 60 per cent of people in 
England live in car oriented suburban/rural areas 
and traffic in the suburbs is expected to grow 
by about a quarter by 2021.20

Businesses that rely heavily on oil will also be 
badly affected. While some larger businesses for 
example public and financial services may be able 
to adapt by greening their fleets or by switching 
to other technologies, other modes such as rail 
freight, small and medium sized enterprises 
(SMEs) may have less capacity to quickly adapt.

However, the news is not all bad. Another story 
hitting the headlines is climate change and the 
measures that are already being developed to 
mitigate and adapt to climate change (Climate 
Change Act 2008) may also help reduce our 
reliance on oil.21 And perhaps the rising price of 
oil will provide the biggest possible incentive to 
individuals and businesses to make the step change 
in behaviour and investment in new technologies, 
which will become more economic needed to 
make a real difference to climate change.
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2. What do local councils need to 
do?

It is important to frame the response to future 
energy insecurity against the longer term 
challenges of climate change.22 Local authorities 
have enormous potential to address these 
challenges through their functions as transport 
and planning authorities, through other services 
delivery such as building control, community 
care providers, waste, housing, environmental 
health and trading standards, and as providers 
of green spaces. The LGA publication Be aware, 
be prepared, take action (LGA, July 2008) 
signposts some of the tools and resources which 
local authorities can draw upon in responding 
to the challenges presented by climate 
change.23

In addition through their convening role in 
local strategic partnerships, (LSPs), local area 
agreements (LAAs) and multi-area agreements, 
local authorities can work in partnership with 
key delivery partners to develop comprehensive 
integrated adaptation and mitigation action 
plans. More information is available from the 
Nottingham Declaration Partnership website 
www.nottinghamdeclaration.org.uk.24

The following section illustrates some practical 
ways local authorities are responding to the 
challenges and opportunities, of transport 
provision, climate change and the future price 
uncertainty.

Build people’s understanding of the issue:
Local authorities have in-depth knowledge of 
their areas and the needs of citizens, and can 
enable the public to take action and identify 
the right choices, by providing advice and 
assistance. 

Case Study: The Transition 
Towns

The Transition Initiative aims to use a practical, 
community led approach in response to the 
twin challenges of reaching ‘Peak Oil’ and 
Climate Change. They begin with an initiating 
group and aim to engage a significant 
proportion of the people in their community 
to kick off a Transition Initiative. After going 
through a comprehensive and creative process 
of: 
awareness raising around peak oil, climate •	
change and the need to undertake a 
community lead process to rebuild resilience 
and reduce carbon;
connecting with existing groups in the •	
community;
building bridges to local government;•	
connecting with other transition initiatives;•	
forming groups to look at all the key areas of •	
life (food, energy, transport, health, heart & 
soul, economics & livelihoods, etc); and
kicking off projects aimed at building people’s •	
understanding of resilience and carbon issues 
and community engagement.

Further information:
visit http://transitiontowns.org
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Promote ‘smarter choice’ alternatives to car use:
Local authorities are already putting a great 
deal of effort into promoting ‘smarter choices’. 
The idea is to give people the option of using 
their cars less by giving them other options 
for the short local journeys. Improving the 
appearance and safety of streets and pavements 
will encourage people to walk; putting in cycles 
lanes will reduce the risks and frustrations 
of cycling; and investing in modern buses, 
information systems and improved timetabling 
will make public transport more attractive.

The higher cost of petrol is likely to give car 
users stronger incentives to look for alternative 
ways of getting around such as walking, 
cycling or taking the bus. So as well as 
encouraging people to leave their cars at home 
for environmental and health reasons, local 
authorities should start to emphasise the cost 
savings of walking, cycling and using public 
transport in their local campaigns. 

Case Study: What are 
‘smarter choices’? 

Smarter choices are techniques for influencing 
people’s travel behaviour towards more 
sustainable options such as encouraging school, 
workplace and individualised travel planning. 
The document Smarter Choices – Changing the 
Way We Travel (and the summary document 
Making Smarter Choices Work) is available from 
the Department for Transport (DfT) and embrace 
many of the supporting factors which influence 
travel choice such as public transport, cycling 
and walking information together with directly 
informing people about alternative modes of travel 
through personalised travel planning schemes.25 

Case Study: Transition 
Nottingham

Transition Nottingham was established in 
the summer of 2007 with an aim to convert 
Nottingham into a city that is less reliant on 
fossil fuel energy and is a better place for 
residents to live.

Eight local groups make up Transition Nottingham, 
with each working on separate projects in their 
local communities and networking with each 
other across the city. Working at a smaller scale 
means a greater number of communities can be 
directly involved in the projects. 

One local group, Transition Bramcote and 
Wollaton, have set up a community fruit and 
vegetable allotment to try and offset some of 
the energy that is wasted during conventional 
food production. It has been estimated that for 
every one calorie of food we consume it takes 
ten calories of fossil fuel to make its way from 
soil to mouth - the cost of food is directly linked 
to fuel. For example, flying a kilo of tomatoes 
from Kenya to Britain in energy terms, is costly 
compared with growing the same tomatoes in 
a British greenhouse during winter.  

As oil prices rise, so will the cost of food, so 
alternative ways of producing it are needed. The 
community allotments present a key opportunity 
for local people to re-skill and improve their self-
sufficiency, two important components in the 
move to the low carbon economy.

Further information: 
Visit: http://transitiontowns.org/ 
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Case Study: Smarter Travel Sutton 

Smarter Travel Sutton is a partnership project 
between Transport for London (TfL) and the 
London Borough of Sutton. It is designed to 
reduce residents’ car trips by promoting travel 
behaviour change. This three-year project, 
launched in 2006, has a budget of £5 million. 
The project is being delivered by TfL, Sutton 
Council and strategic partners such as the 
Primary Care Trust (PCT).

The London Borough of Sutton has a high 
level of car ownership, with 77 per cent of 
households having access to at least one car; 
for the journey to work, the car has the largest 
mode share with 47 per cent. Smarter Travel 
Sutton is consequently a practical example 
of how local councils can actively promote 
‘smarter choice’ alternatives to car use across 
households, schools and businesses within 
their area. Smarter Travel Sutton is based 
on a behaviour change model taking the 
community through a series of stages from pre-
contemplation to actual behavioural change.

In 2007 Smarter Travel Sutton visited all 
76,000 households across the borough to 
offer residents personalised travel advice. 
Over 66 per cent of households participated and 
45 per cent requested travel information, incentives 
and advice tailored to their individual needs.
 
Every school in Sutton has a school travel plan 
in place. The council is also working with over 
100 organisations covering more than 16,000 
employees to develop workplace travel plans. 
Supporting this is a high profile publicity 
campaign involving regular public events and 
advertising. There are also specific projects aimed 
at other segments of the community, which 
aim to create a shift towards sustainable modes 
(eg projects reducing car travel to junior sports 
activities (Little Leagues) and a partnership with 
the Sutton and Merton Primary Care Trust aimed 
at increasing every day physical activity through 
walking and cycling (Active Steps).
 
Each year the project is being independently 
evaluated to measure changes in residents’ travel 
habits. Now in its second year, the project has 
already seen a two per cent decrease in residents’ 
car trips. In addition, Smarter Travel Sutton is 
now the council’s most recognised brand.
 
As the project progresses into its final year, Smarter 
Travel Sutton is looking to lock in the benefits of 
the campaign by looking at how the local transport 
infrastructure can be improved to encourage 
walking, cycling and the use of public transport.

Further information:
Visit: www.smartertravelsutton.org 
Email: advice@smartertravesutton.org
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Case Study: Engaging business 
in Stockport MBC

Local Authorities can also engage developers and 
businesses in the development of ‘SMART’ targets 
for reducing fuel usage and facilitating or enforcing 
the ongoing implementation and monitoring/ 
evaluation of measures and their outcomes. 

Experience has shown that Travel Plans are not 
achieving their full potential because of either a 
lack of practical skills to implement them within 
the organisation or through difficulties in getting 
relevant data through progress reports etc. 

A practical approach being considered in 
Stockport MBC has been to offer a voluntary 
membership of a Green Travel Plan Forum which 
would enable the council to facilitate performance 
management and the development of realistic 
targets. Stockport MBC are also including this 
as an option for developers within its Transport 
Supplementary Planning Documents (SPD).

Stockport have produced a brief introductory 
guide to the benefits of developing a workplace 
travel plan. It provides step by step guidance, 
case studies and useful contact information. See 
www.stockport.gov.uk/content/transportstreets/
greentravel/?a=5441 

Green their transport fleets and lead by 
example

The LGA Climate Change Commission 
recommended that all local authorities should 
undertake the Energy Saving Trust’s green 
fleet programme27 and future oil price volatility 
makes this recommendation even more 
imperative.

Organisations that run a fleet of 50 or more 
vehicles (or 20 or more in Scotland) are eligible 
for a free green fleet review. The review identifies 
ways of reducing fleet costs; cutting vehicle 
emissions; minimising local traffic and parking 
problems and often helps the fleet manager to 
make a case for operating the fleet differently.

Case Study: Sandwell BC 
cutting fuel bills and C02

Sandwell Borough Council’s Ground Care 
Unit is responsible for the cleaning and 
maintenance of parks and operates a fleet of 
60 light commercial vehicles (LCVs) and 20 grey 
fleet cars (private vehicles used for business 
purposes). At the time of the Green Fleet 
Review, LCVs were travelling 440,000 miles 
a year and the grey fleet was responsible for 
42,000 miles per annum. Following the review 
the fleet manager is now working towards 
reducing the Unit’s £90,000 annual fuel bill by 
up to 20 per cent, as well as reducing carbon 
emissions by the same amount.

The implementation process began at the 
start of 2008 and ‘quick win’ measures have 
already been carried out. These include vehicle 

“23 per cent of car journeys are less than 
2 miles long, 56 per cent less than 5 miles. 
Smarter travel choices, in the form of walking 
or cycling, are real options for many people 
for many of these journeys.”
Making Targets through Transport (DfT, July 2008)26 
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downsizing and training drivers to encourage 
safer, stress free driving. An across-the-board 
review of risk management procedures has 
also started. The next phase will include the 
introduction of improved journey planning and 
further vehicle downsizing is being considered. 
Alternative fuelled vehicles are also being 
assessed, with a biodiesel trial and an appraisal 
of electric vans also planned.

The Green Fleet Review drew attention to grey 
fleet and the need to gain control over private 
car usage in order to improve health and 
safety. This will be brought to the attention of 
senior management as part of a council-wide 
review of occupational road risk issues.28

Many local authorities and other public bodies run 
major transport fleets to carry out their business 
and the oil price volatility is having significant 
cost impact. LGA research has shown that in 
2006/2007, councils spent £352m on fuel costs to 
run vehicles such as their rubbish bin fleets, gritters 
and meals on wheels vans. In the financial year 
April 2008 to March 2009, the rising price of oil 
could see local authorities’ fuel costs rise to £505m.

Local authoritie and other public bodies should 
therefore positively procure to obtain fuel 
economy in their fleets or consider switching to 
other fuels.

They should also have a leadership role in 
encouraging businesses and local residents to 
switch to more fuel-efficient vehicles. Local 
authorities also need to publicise what they 
are doing to green their fleets and provide 
information to businesses and residents about 
how to improve the fuel efficiency of their vehicles. 

Case Study: Fuel Consumption 
and CO2 Information

The use of public transport, walking and 
cycles represent more sustainable transport 
than the single occupancy of a car. There 
is scope for local authorities to set good 
examples for essential and casual car users 
in public authorities such as a ceiling on 
lump sum payments and mileage allowances 
on the vehicle carbon footprint rather than 
cubic capacity. The Vehicle Certification 
Agency (VCA) is responsible for the creation 
and management of the New Car Fuel 
Consumption and CO2 database used by 
individuals and organisations to:
inform buyers of new cars how they can •	
reduce the impact of their vehicle on the 
environment;
identify the vehicle excise duty and/or the •	
relevant Company Car tax percentage 
bracket, based on CO2 levels;
search for cars that offer lower fuel •	
consumption or use alternative fuel types.

Further information: 
www.vcacarfueldata.org.uk/index.asp

The LGA publication Cutting through the 
green tape offers some further practical 
guidance on how local authorities can use 
the legislative framework to address the 
challenges of peak oil and climate change.29 
For example, the Sustainable Communities Act 
2007 offers an opportunity for councils and 
communities to put forward new thinking on 
how to meet the challenges of sustainability.30

Case Study: Broadmead Freight 
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Case Study: Consolidation Scheme, 
Bristol

Freight transport is the movement of goods or 
burden from point to point in the course of a 
commercial transaction. Achieving an efficient 
and sustainable distribution system for goods 
and services is one of the greatest challenges 
facing cities.31

The Broadmead Freight Consolidation Scheme is 
a local example of an approach to deal with the 
economic and environmental risks associated 
with freight delivery. Bristol City Council set up 
the freight consolidation centre in 2004 to serve 
the Broadmead Shopping Centre in Central 
Bristol. The scheme was the first of its kind set 
up in the UK. 

The centre works by acting as a central delivery 
hub on the periphery of the city where deliveries 
are streamlined and the number of delivery 
vehicles travelling into Broadmead are reduced, 
whilst at the same time it provides an improved 
delivery service to retailers. Further aims and 
objectives of the scheme include; contributing 
to improving the air quality in the target area, 
reducing the conflict between vehicles in 
delivery bays, reducing conflict between delivery 
vehicles, other road users and pedestrians and 
providing the opportunity for added value 
services to retailers such as packaging collection 
and remote stock storage.

The scheme has seen some 
considerable successes including CO2 
savings of over 40 tonnes in 2007, 
calculated using Defra CO2 emission factors 
for freight.32 Delivery vehicle movements for 
those involved have reduced on average by 
75 per cent, reducing vehicles by 8031 and 
saving 205,000 vehicle km in and around the 
city centre since the scheme began. Retailers 
have also benefited from an improved delivery 
service with no lost or damaged stock and 
100 per cent on time deliveries to date. 
Waste and packaging material has also been 
collected from retailers, which has meant over 
14 tonnes of cardboard and plastic being 
recycled.

Initially set up through the EC supported 
project VIVALDI (Visionary and Vibrant Actions 
through Local transport Demonstration 
Initiatives), the scheme has now secured 
funding through the city council with top up 
support from the EC supported project START 
Short Term Actions to Reorganize Transport of 
goods (START).

Further information:
http://www.start-project.org/bristol.html 
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Case Study: Greening Gateshead’s fleet

Alternative fuels
Gateshead initially pioneered the use of bio-diesel 
(95/5 per cent blend) in the North East a number 
of years ago following successful trials with Rix 
Petroleum and Petroplus, the Councils NE based 
supplier of fuel. Encouraged by the success of the 
fuel Gateshead undertook a trial of an increased 
blend (80/20 percent) in 2006 in partnership 
with Newcastle City Council. The results were 
extremely positive and the fuel, which is procured 
from sustainable sources, will be used to power 
the local authorities diesel engine fleet with the 
remainder comprising of Liquid Petroleum Gas 
(LPG) and electrically powered vehicles.

Driver training/assessment
A comprehensive system of assessment and training 
has been introduced that supports local authority 
drivers. This has provided employees with the skills 
required to minimise the effect their vehicle has 
on the environment whilst improving the overall 
standard of driving for at work and at home.

The process includes:
a) The completion of a 45-minute driver training 

programme.
b) Instruction on the completion of daily safety 

checks.
c) Instruction on safe and fuel-efficient driving 

techniques.
d) Advice on improving individual ‘miles per 

gallon’ performance.

The initiative was developed using the ‘Safe 
and Fuel Efficient Driving’ model. Four transport 
employees completed Institute of Advanced 

Motoring Training and are qualified as 
driver assessors/trainers. An accredited 
“’Fuel Champion’ monitors performance 
and areas are targeted that are in need of 
improvement. Additional consideration is also to 
given young (17-24) and inexperienced drivers 
with further training integrated into the apprentice 
programme. While significant improvement has 
been made to the environmental performance 
of the fleet, there has also been a 25 per cent 
reduction in the number of road traffic accidents 
involving fleet vehicles since 2005.

Vehicle selection
Vehicle-related initiatives include:

a)  The limiting of all new vehicles to a maximum 
speed of 56 mph.

b)  The consideration of CO2 ratings when 
procuring new tyres.

c)  The purchase of low rolling resistance tyres 
where operationally suitable.

These initiatives were developed in line with 
Energy Savings Trust guidelines and form an 
integral part of the vehicle selection process.

Impact
The cumulative outcome is that mileage and 
total fuel used has reduced resulting in the local 
authority’s fleet cutting its CO2 emissions by 330 
tonnes. Recognition for such as achievement 
was rewarded by the Energy Savings Trust in 
the Environmental Hero Awards 2006, where 
Gateshead were judged winner of the ‘Public 
Sector Fleet 250+Vehicles’ category. In addition 
Gateshead were also presented with the ‘Overall 
Winner Award’ for all categories covering both the 
public and private sectors. 
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Use the planning system to reduce the 
need to travel

The availability of cheap oil has made private 
motoring inexpensive and lead to a significant 
increase in travel. Local authorities have strong 
powers through the planning system to control 
future development and they should continue 
to use them to reduce the need to travel and to 
reduce reliance on the private car. 

National planning guidance encourages 
development that reduces the need to travel by 
private car:

“Regional planning bodies and local 
planning authorities should ensure that 
development plans contribute to global 
sustainability by addressing the causes 
and potential impacts of climate change 
- through policies which reduce energy 
use, reduce emissions (for example, by 
encouraging patterns of development which 
reduce the need to travel by private car, 
or reduce the impact of moving freight), 
promote the development of renewable 
energy resources, and take climate change 
impacts into account in the location and 

design of development.” 
(Planning policy statement 1: delivering 
sustainable development)

“The Government is seeking to reduce the 
need to travel, to encourage the use of public 
transport, walking and cycling and reduce 
reliance on the private car, to facilitate multi-
purpose journeys… In selecting appropriate 
sites for allocation, local authorities should 
have regard to:

i)  whether the site is or will be accessible and 
well served by a choice of means of transport, 
especially public transport, walking and 
cycling, as well as by car; and ii) the impact on 
car use, traffic and congestion…”. (Planning 
policy statement 6: planning for town centres).33

The vital role of partnerships in 
developing co-ordinated approaches to 
reducing fuel usage

Relevant to overall fuel usage is the 
enforcement of excessively polluting vehicles 
(which often correlate to poor performers in 
terms of fuel efficiency and the enforcement 
of existing speed limits, particularly on trunk 
roads and motorways. There is evidence to 
suggest that this a cost effective measure to 
reduce transport carbon emissions.34 In Greater 
Manchester authorities are working closely with 
the Highways Agency to look at options for the 
motorway network as this impacts heavily on 
their Air Quality Management Areas (AQMAs) 
and it is recognised that integrated approaches 
to managing the inter and intra regional road 
networks are going to be needed to achieve 
reductions in speed and congestion on both.
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Case Study: Oil Independence in 
Oakland, California

The city of Oakland in California published 
an Oil Independent Oakland Action Plan35 in 
February 2008, drawn up by a 10-member task 
force appointed by the city council and the 
mayor. The report accepts the concept of ‘Peak 
Oil’, but the Task Force did not debate when 
this peak would occur and accepted the opinion 
of many experts that it will occur within a few 
years time – if it has not already occurred. 

The primary focus of the recommendations 
is the transport sector, which accounts for 
97 per cent of the oil used in Oakland. The 
report states baldly “Quite simply, if Oakland 
is to reduce its dependence on oil, its residents 
must DRIVE LESS.” It identifies the two most 
important recommendations as:
Begin the process of gradually redesigning •	
the city so that residents can reduce their 
automobile dependence. This can be done 
by creating vibrant neighbourhoods where 
jobs, housing and a full range of services are 
available within short distances.

 Advance transport alternatives so that •	
when residents do need to travel, 
they have options other than driving 
private automobiles.
In order to implement these •	
recommendations, the Task Force strongly 
recommends that the City do the following:
 Establish an Oil and Energy Team to co-•	
ordinate the actions outlined in the report.
 Explore financing mechanisms to help pay •	
for infrastructure changes, including the 
feasibility of regional congestion charges, 
carbon/fuel taxes and selling local carbon 
offsets.
 Develop a contingency plan to address future •	
oil price and supply shocks on Oakland 
residents.
Begin a Public Education and Outreach •	
campaign to educate Oakland residents about 
the issue. A section of the report is devoted to 
showing how an individual can reduce their 
oil consumption by three per cent each year. 
 Set up a process of regular collaboration and •	
outreach with regional transport agencies 
and neighbouring cities to expand public 
transport.

Small Change, Big Difference 
The LGA’s Small Change Big Difference campaign, launched in March 
2008, encourages local authorities to do more to tackle climate change 
and decision-makers and the public to see local authorities as central to the 
solution. Further information: www.lga.gov.uk 
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3. What does central government need 
to do to help local councils?

Change the system of transport funding to 
promote ‘smarter choices’
If promoting alternatives to motoring is to make 
a real difference, investment in walking, cycling 
and public transport needs to be dramatically 
increased and given much higher priority in 
national transport investment programmes. 
The difficulty is that the overwhelming majority 
of transport funding is focused on capital 
investment to build and maintain road and rail 
networks. But many ‘smart choice’ measures 
require revenue expenditure on things like 
public transport information systems and capital 
investment in improved buses and trains. 

So to achieve the step change that is required 
to give people real alternatives to car use, 
transport investment needs to give much higher 
priority to measures that reduce reliance on cars 
and Treasury rules should be changed to allow 
the ‘capitalisation’ of smarter choice measures, 
in line with the recommendations of the LGA 
Climate Change Commission36. 

Currently, local authorities that are unable 
to use revenue funding, through balances 
or otherwise, may be able to ‘capitalise’ 
expenditure, and therefore use prudential 
borrowing or capital receipts. However, this is 
subject to DCLG approval and must fall within 
the capitalisation limits set by HM Treasury.

In general, the current pattern of funding to 
support infrastructure and associated transport 
services is extremely complex. Reducing the 
number of and barriers between funding 
streams, how they are accessed and the 
conditions that are attached to them and 

offering longer-term and flexible funding would 
ensure that money can be more effectively 
targeted.

Change the system for appraising transport 
projects
The system used by the DfT for assessing 
the costs and benefits of major transport 
projects seriously underestimates the cost of 
oil.37 Using prices so seriously out of line with 
current and likely future cost of oil will reduce 
the ‘cost’ assessment to favour oil-intensive 
transport schemes such as road building and 
improvement over energy efficient public 
transport schemes. The appraisal system also 
factors tax receipts from fuel duty into the cost 
benefit analysis. So schemes that increase the 
amount of fuel bought are also favoured on the 
‘benefit’ side of the equation. The government 
needs urgently to reform its transport appraisal 
system to reflect the true cost of oil and stop 
treating higher revenues from fuel duty as a 
‘benefit’ of transport schemes.

Give councils the powers to rapidly 
improve bus services 
In November 2008, the Local Transport Act38 
received Royal Assent. If the legislation works 
the way the government envisages, it could 
mean that local authorities have real power 
when it comes to providing people with better 
public transport. Bus operators and local 
authorities will need to work together better to 
provide good public transport, and the bill could 
help that happen. Investment in high quality 
bus services is likely to give the quickest gains in 
the short term. 
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Case Study: Making Sweden an oil-free 
economy39

The Swedish Commission on Oil Independence, 
chaired by the then Prime Minister Göran 
Persson, produced a report Making Sweden an 
Oil-free Society on 21 June 2006.
It gave 5 reasons for phasing out Sweden’s 
dependency on oil, improving the efficiency of 
energy use and in the long term replacing fossil 
energy sources with renewable energy:
1. To reduce Sweden’s climate impact
2. To secure Sweden’s supply of energy in the 

long term
3. To become a leading nation in the 

development of new technology for 
sustainable use of energy and more efficient 
use of energy

4. To strengthen Sweden’s international 
economic competitiveness

5. To use and develop the energy resources 
from Sweden’s forests and fields

The membership of the Commission was drawn 
from industry and academia. It recognised that its 
proposals would be a considerable challenge to 
the whole of society and require a large measure 
of collaboration and trust between politicians, 
industry and the academic community.

The Commission proposed:
 To reduce consumption of oil in the •	
road transport sector by 40-50 per 
cent through the more efficient use of fuel 
and new fuels
 That in principle no oil should be used for •	
heating residential and commercial buildings
 That industry should reduce its oil •	
consumption by 25-40 per cent

To achieve these goals, it argued that the 
private car fleet should become more 
energy-efficient; the need for physical travel 
should be reduced by a well developed IT 
infrastructure; that the government should 
contribute to large-scale production of new, 
domestic biofuels from forests and fields; 
and that public transport should be given the 
resources to become faster, more convenient 
and better value for money. The report set 
out detailed proposals in the three areas – 
the heating of residential and commercial 
buildings, transport and industry.

Further information:
www.sweden.gov.se
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Reform the current system of bus subsidies
A large part of the public subsidy for buses is 
paid direct to bus companies as a rebate for 
the fuel they use through Bus Service Operators 
Grant (BSOG). This amounted to £413m in 
2007/840 in Great Britain (different arrangements 
apply in London). As a subsidy, BSOG payments 
are paid directly to operators linked to fuel 
consumed irrespective of rider-ship. Councils 
have little influence over the quality and 
efficiency of bus services delivered in return for 
investment of public money. 

Government recently announced changes41 
to the grant to introduce incentives for low 
carbon buses, smartcard ticketing and global 
positioning systems. These changes are 
welcome, but further radical reform of the bus 
subsidy system is required to move away from a 
rebate for fuel used and allow local councils to 
use bus subsidies to encourage fuel efficiency, 
tackle congestion, improve performance, quality 
and accessibility of services that will encourage 
people to switch to using buses.

The LGA believes that achieving value for 
money for subsidy of bus services will require:  

A clear framework of national policy objectives •	
Public subsidy to be channelled through a single •	
route. The ability to understand value for money 
of changes to bus networks
The ability to focus bus subsidy to support local •	
transport plans and other local strategies 
A focus on outcomes and improved services •	
The ability to take a long term view about •	
developing a sustainable bus network 
Arrangements in place to protect services and •	
networks during period of transition to new 
system of subsidy.

It is the LGA’s view that local transport 
authorities are best placed to meet these 
requirements and decide how to use 
public funding to best achieve value for 
money through partnership or contractual 
arrangements with operators. 
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