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1. Summary 
 

1.1 This paper proposes that the Committee examines congestion on the road network in London, 

 in the context of projections for economic growth and increased population.  The aim of the 

 work would be to highlight the potential impact of these projections on levels of congestion.  It 

 will also seek to examine the proposed policy responses for dealing with the expected rise in 

 congestion, including those which help to reduce demand on the road network, as well as those 

 which increase capacity of the current system.   
 
1.2 It is proposed that the Committee use TfL’s current projections and data to produce a 

 background document, which would be published before the meeting and provide the basis for 

 discussion with representatives of the Mayor’s office and TfL.  This would seek to set out the 

 scale and location of road congestion and summarise the projected effect of population 

 increases. 
 

2. Recommendation 
 

2.1 The Committee is recommended to agree to carry out an investigation into congestion 

 on London’s road network, with terms of reference as outlined at paragraph 4.18 

 
3. Background 
 

3.1 TfL directly manages five per cent of the road network.  This section, the Transport for London 

Road Network (TLRN), carries up to 30 per cent of all traffic in London.  The majority of the rest 

of the network is under borough control, except for the M25, M1, M11, M3 and M4 motorways 

which fall within the remit of the Highways Agency.  TfL also directly manages traffic signals and 

control systems on all roads. 

 

3.2 London’s roads are amongst the most congested in Europe and this congestion is estimated to 

 cost the region £2 billion in lost economic productivity every year.1  Over 75 per cent of this 

 congestion is concentrated on the TLRN.2  As well as transport delays, congestion can also have a 

 negative impact on the quality of life of Londoners, through lowering air quality and the 

 attendant effects on health.  Though 80 per cent of all journeys in London are done on roads, 

 only 25 per cent of Londoners are satisfied with the level of congestion.3 

 

                                                 
1 The Mayor of London, Transport Strategy, June 2010, page 151 
2 http://www.transporttimesevents.co.uk/Admin/uploads/100519-MRN-Presentation-Trans-Times-v0-1cq-Garrett-Emmerson.pdf 
3 The Mayor of London, Transport Strategy, June 2010, page 151 
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4.   Issues for Consideration 

 

Future challenges 

 

4.1 Levels of traffic congestion are expected to get worse in the next two decades.  London is 

 predicted to gain an extra 1.3 million people and up to 750,000 new jobs by 2031.  TfL’s analysis 

 shows that areas of greatest congestion on the network will increase by 2017, reaching areas of 

 outer London that are currently classed as moderately congested.4  By 2031, with no planned 

 interventions, London would see an overall estimated 20 per cent increase in congestion as 

 measured by vehicle delay. 5  

 

4.2 The simplest solution to cutting congestion is to increase the supply of the network by building 

 more roads.  However, the difficult economic conditions, as well concerns about the 

 environmental impact of new roads make large-scale capital investment unlikely, though the 

 Mayor has expressed a willingness to examine road building on a case by case basis.6  In most 

 parts of London, specifically inner and central London, there is not sufficient physical space to 

 build new roads. 

 

Maximising the capacity of the current network 

 

4.3 Instead of building new roads, the Mayor’s Transport Strategy proposes policies which would 

 squeeze the capacity of the current network.  Split into three broad areas, the Strategy intends to 

 manage the current road network more efficiently to ensure maximum capacity (ie ‘smoothing 

 the traffic flow’), ensure that planned and unplanned works done on the road network cause the 

 least amount of disruption, and to reduce the need for Londoners to use their car for certain 

 journeys. 

 

 Maximising the efficient and reliable operation of the road network 

 

4.4 TfL aims to increase the capacity of the current network.  In order to achieve this, it is looking to 

 replace 3,000 traffic signals with intelligent traffic control systems, such as the Split Cycle 

 Optimisation Technique (SCOOT), which uses sensors buried in the road to automatically re-

 sequence traffic lights in response to congestion levels.  TfL is also currently reviewing all 5,000 

 traffic signals in London to see which can be changed to increase traffic flow, without negatively 

 affecting pedestrians.  In areas where signals have been altered, TfL has measured a 5.9 per cent 

 increase in the number of occasions when all queued vehicular traffic is cleared through the 

 junction during the first green light.  In certain cases, TfL believes that traffic signals could be 

 removed.  It has proposed an initial list of 145 sites for consultation with boroughs and affected 

 communities.  A pedestrian Countdown system is also being trialled at 12 sites around London.7 

 

 Minimising the impact on planned and unplanned interventions 

 

                                                 
4 http://www.transporttimesevents.co.uk/Admin/uploads/100519-MRN-Presentation-Trans-Times-v0-1cq-Garrett-Emmerson.pdf 
5 The Mayor of London, Transport Strategy, June 2010, page 160 
6
 The Mayor of London, Transport Strategy, June 2010, page 158 

7 Details in this paragraph taken from TfL briefing document – Transport for London, Smoothing Traffic Flow, April 2010 
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4.5 Up to 30 per cent of congestion is caused by planned works, such as utility upgrades, local 

 authority works and special events.8  Around 500,000 roadworks take place in London every year, 

 and there are likely to be 5,000 roadworks taking place in London at any one time.9  The Mayor 

 has made reducing this level of disruption a major part of his strategy.  First, an information 

 system called LondonWorks has been established to help give a clearer picture of what works are 

 planned and where at any one time, to help companies collaborate better in a single site.   

 

4.6 A permit scheme for roadwork management has also been established in collaboration with TfL 

 and an initial list of 18 boroughs.  Over 7,000 applications have been received to undertake 

 roadworks, and approximately 1,000 have been refused so far.10  Fees of over £300,000 have 

 been collected so far this year for work contravening conditions set down in the permits. 

 

4.7 The Mayor and London Councils are also currently lobbying the Transport Secretary Philip 

 Hammond to introduce legislation which would set up a trial ‘lane rental’ scheme in the capital.  

 This scheme would allow TfL and the boroughs to charge utility companies a fee for working on 

 specific parts of the road network which already experience significant congestion.  The fee could 

 be adjusted if companies agree to undertake the work at weekends or in off-peak hours.11  It is 

 hoped that this would create a greater incentive for utility companies to coordinate works and 

 ensure that they are completed on time.  The Government has said that it will support the 

 scheme, and hopes to have legislation passed by the middle of 2011.12 

 

Reducing the demand for car journeys 

 

4.8 In addition to increasing the capacity of current road space, the Transport Strategy also 

 recognises the importance of reducing the demand for road space by encouraging people to look 

 at alternatives to car journeys.  The Strategy outlines plans to: give better pre-trip information 

 through an expanded online and mobile web service; significantly increase the capacity of the 

 current public transport network by upgrading current lines and building new infrastructure; and 

 encourage behavioural change through smarter travel initiatives.  TfL and the Mayor will continue 

 to encourage changes at borough level through Local Implementation Plans (LIPs), which can 

 have a positive impact on the walking and cycling environment. 

 

4.9 Changing travel behaviour requires time and investment, and maintaining these long-term 

 projects will be difficult in light of the current economic climate.  Following the Comprehensive 

 Spending Review, TfL already announced cuts to smarter travel programmes, while funding for 

 LIPs will be reduced by 20 per cent by 2013/14.  The Mayor also has limited control and 

 influence over the social and economic factors which can govern why and when people choose to 

 travel by car.  This can include when and where that an employee starts their day, the need to 

 get fresh food into markets, and the conjunction of the school run and rush-hour.  However, 

 there may be an increasing role in the promotion of new work practices which encourage the use 

 of communication technologies to allow greater flexibility. 

                                                 
8 The Mayor of London, Transport Strategy, June 2010, page 153 
9 London First, Road Sense, May 2010, page 3 
10 http://www.london.gov.uk/media/press_releases_mayoral/london%E2%80%99s-mayor-business-leaders-and-councils-call-urgent-action-tackle- 
11 http://londonist.com/2010/11/lane-rental-scheme-to-combat-roadworks.php 
12 http://www.thisislondon.co.uk/standard/article-23905428-boris-johnson-wins-backing-for-charging-rent-to-roadwork-companies.do 
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4.10 Finally, the pronounced regional split in London poses a different set of challenges.  70 per cent 

 of all journeys in outer London are by car, which falls to just 26 per cent for inner London.  

 Differences in geography, infrastructure and investment have meant that people in inner London 

 have a larger number of easily available modes to choose from.  Supporting residents in outer 

 London to reduce their use of the car will be an important part of reducing overall congestion in 

 London and will require the Mayor to work with local people and boroughs. 

 

Responses to the MTS approach to reducing demand on the road network 

 

4.11 In its response to the Mayor’s Draft Transport Strategy, the RAC said that ’smoothing the traffic 

 flow’ and the demand management strategies offer ‚no evidence…to demonstrate that they will 

 make more than a minor contribution to solving the problem of deteriorating road network 

 performance as population and jobs grow‛.13  It also criticised the lack of detailed projections on 

 road congestion in comparison to the work undertaken for the rail and tube systems.  TfL’s 

 projections indicate that the policies outlined in the Transport Strategy could reduce congestion 

 (as measured by average vehicle delay) by six per cent by 2031, with overall expected rises in 

 levels of congestion of 20 per cent.14   

 

4.12 Other groups have also raised concerns about the Mayor and TfL’s strategy for managing traffic 

 congestion.  The Campaign for Better Transport (CfBT) has criticised the Mayor for agreeing 

 large re-development projects like Brent Cross and Battersea, which emphasise the use of cars 

 over public transport.  CfBT estimates there will be an increase of up to 29,000 extra cars in Brent 

 Cross every day once work on the Opportunity Area has been completed.15  Living Streets has 

 raised concerns about the impact of traffic-light re-sequencing and the Countdown system on 

 pedestrians, particularly older people and those with reduced mobility.16   

 

4.13 There may be potential for contributions to reducing congestion from other initiatives not given 

 prominence in the Strategy.  CarPlus, a national charity advocating responsible car use, has  

 questioned the lack of support for large scale car club development.  Its research suggests that 

 car club users reduce the number of vehicles owned, delay future purchases of vehicles, and 

 report higher usage of public and sustainable transport.17  Islington Council has set up a 

 borough wide car club scheme contracted to a private supplier which aims to get 20,000 

 members by 2015.  The RAC has also criticised the Mayor’s lack of direction on the issue of  road 

 pricing, which it argues is essential to managing the future of the road network.18 

 

Relevant Previous Committee Work 

 

4.14 The Transport Committee has previously undertaken work examining overcrowding on 

 Overground rail (The Big Squeeze: Rail Overcrowding in London)19 and the tube system (Too 

 Close for Comfort: Passenger Experience of the London Underground)20, as well as looking at the 

 future development of buses in the capital (The Future of London Buses).21  Each of these 

 investigations examined a transport system where significant new capacity could still be 

 achieved.  This investigation represents an opportunity for the Committee to examine a different 

 transport mode and one in which the ability to create new capacity is far more difficult. 

                                                 
13 http://www.racfoundation.org/research/mobility/mayors-draft-transport-strategy-response 
14 The Mayor of London, Transport Strategy, June 2010, page 160 
15 http://www.bettertransport.org.uk/media/may-20-brent-cross 
16 http://www.livingstreets.org.uk/news/uk/-/no-to-countdown-crossings-in-the-capital 
17 http://www.carplus.org.uk/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2010/03/Car-Clubs-a-Cost-Effective-Route-to-a-Low-Carbon-Britain.-Carplus-Vision-Document.pdf 
18 http://www.racfoundation.org/research/mobility/mayors-draft-transport-strategy-response 
19 http://www.london.gov.uk/archive/assembly/reports/transport/rail-overcrowding.pdf 
20 http://legacy.london.gov.uk/assembly/reports/transport/too-close-for-comfort.pdf 
21 http://legacy.london.gov.uk/assembly/reports/transport/buses-future.pdf 
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4.15 In 2008, the Transport Committee published a report following its seminar Driving Change: 

 Exploring Solutions to Traffic Congestion in London.22  The report included a brief snapshot of 

 the impact of congestion on London at that time, and recommended a similar package of 

 measures to those included in the Mayor’s Transport Strategy.  The current investigation will 

 expand on this by using current data and modelling techniques to project the future impact of 

 congestion on Londoners in various parts of the city.  It will also be an opportunity to question 

 the Mayor, TfL and boroughs on the relative weight placed on various measures and the progress 

 in implementing the policies advanced in the 2008 report.  

 

4.16 It should be noted that the House of Commons Transport Select Committee is also planning an 

 investigation into the management of the road system across England in light of the 

 Government’s decision not to introduce road pricing on current roads.  It is focusing is on 

 gathering information about possible solutions outside of road pricing, with written evidence to 

 be submitted by January 18th, and a public meeting scheduled for Spring 2011.  The Assembly’s 

 work would differ by focussing mainly on the scale of the problem in London and the particular 

 challenges faced. 

 

Road quality and maintenance 

 

4.17 The quality of the road surface, and in particular how it is affected by potholes and roadworks, 

 has an impact on congestion.  However, the issues surrounding road maintenance are distinct 

 and are particularly constrained by the present budget situation facing TfL and the boroughs.  

 This is a topic which the Committee could re-visit at a later date.   

 
Proposed terms of reference 

 
4.18 The proposed terms of reference for the report are: 

 What are the  implications for the capacity of the road network of the projected growth 
of population and economic activity; and 

 What policies should be explored to reduce and manage future road congestion? 
.   

5. Methodology and timetable 
 
5.1  The views of key stakeholder groups, such as the RAC, Campaign for Better Transport and the AA 
 will be sought.  The Committee will publish a background paper in advance of the meeting in 
 March setting out the positions of relevant organisations.  This would be accompanied by 
 analysis on the projections for congestion and the expected contribution from existing policies.  
 This would be based on current information provided by TfL and the GLA Intelligence Unit, and 
 provide the background for a discussion with representatives of the Mayor, TfL and other 
 organisations. 
 
5.2 Any Committee publication subsequent to the meeting might focus on initiatives not explored in 
 detail in the Transport Strategy, and the role, if any, of the Mayor, TfL and boroughs in 
 facilitating an expansion.  It could also examine policies only broadly outlined in the Transport 
 Strategy which may deserve closer scrutiny. 
 
5.3 The timetable for this investigation is as follows; 

 Agreement of terms of reference, scope and external research: by early January 2011; 

 Desk-based research/gathering written views and information: January onwards; 

                                                 
22 http://legacy.london.gov.uk/assembly/reports/transport/driving-change-proceedings.pdf 
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 Publish background paper: late February/early March 2011; and 

 Formal meeting with TfL and representative of the Mayor: 9 March 2011  
 

6. Legal implications 
 
6.1 The Committee has the power to do what is recommended in this report. 
 

7. Financial implications 
  
7.1  There are no direct financial implications arising from this report.  Any costs incurred during the 

 completion of this investigation will be covered by the existing scrutiny budget for 2010/11. 
  

 
 
List of appendices to this report: 
 
None   
 

Local Government (Access to Information) Act 1985  
List of Background Papers: None 
 

Contact Officer: Ian O Sullivan 
Telephone: 020 7983 6540 
E-mail: ian.osullivan@london.gov.uk  
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