
                                                                               
 

 

 

Subject:   Briefing on projections for congestion growth in 
   London up to 2031, and current policy responses 
 
Report to:  Transport Committee  
 
Date:    28 February 2011 
 
 

Introduction 
 
1.1 The London Assembly’s Transport Committee is currently examining congestion on 

London’s roads.  The aim of the paper is to provide the background for a discussion with 
representatives of Transport for London and others at the Committee’s meeting on 9 
March 2011. 

 
1.2 Maintaining London’s position as the driver of the UK economy will involve dealing with 

increasing levels of road congestion.  Every year, Londoners spend hours in cars and 
buses, while the city loses hundreds of millions of pounds in lost economic activity due to 
traffic jams, road works and emergencies.  The effect on people’s health, the environment 
and investment can be severe. 

 
1.3 The Mayor and TfL estimate that by doing nothing, congestion on the roads may increase 

by 20 percent in the next two decades.  The measures proposed in the Mayor’s Transport 
Strategy could still leave an increase in congestion of up to 14 per cent, if work and travel 
patterns remain consistent.  The Transport Committee has previously examined 
congestion on the rail and tube networks.  We have seen how a programme of 
significantly increasing capacity will help to deliver relief to Londoners who currently 
suffer, in some cases, from severe overcrowding.  Our roads present a different challenge; 
the practical, environmental and social concerns around adding new road capacity ensures 
that other solutions will need to be examined.   

 
1.4 The remainder of this document describes current levels of congestion; its economic and 

health effects; the challenge presented by economic growth and a rising population; and 
finally potential policy responses. 

Appendix 1 



                                                                               
 

 

Congestion on London’s Roads 
 
2.1 London is now the most congested city in the UK.  In a recent survey, five of the top 10 

congestion hotspots in the UK were in London.1  London is also the most congested city 
in Europe, beating Paris and Dublin.2  London drivers spend more time in their car than 
drivers in Belgium, France, Germany, Luxembourg and the Netherlands.3  In the context 
of the UK, London’s roads account for around 5 per cent of all road space in the UK, yet 
account for about 20 per cent of total congestion.4 

 
2.2 Congestion is particularly severe on London’s main roads.  Congestion is made worse by 

the amount of traffic being concentrated into a relatively small area.  Over 30 per cent of 
traffic is confined to just five per cent of the road network.5  These are the main roads 
managed by TfL - the Transport for London Road Network (TLRN).   

 
2.3 Congestion on London’s roads has increased over the last 30 years.  This is indicated by 

the general trend towards a reduction in traffic speeds.  Between 1980 and 2006, average 
journey speeds decreased by an approximately 14 per cent while average speeds during 
the morning rush hour fell by 18 per cent.  Central London saw the greatest morning peak 
decrease of 23 per cent.6  There was a slight increase in journey speeds in central and 
inner London, and in the morning peak in outer London, in 2009.7 

 
2.4 New technology has given a more detailed picture of traffic delay and congestion over 

the last three years.  In 2007, TfL began using Global Positioning System technology 
(GPS) in vehicles, as well as Automated License Plate Identification technology, to build a 
more comprehensive view of traffic flows at various times of the day.  An example of the 
results of this mapping, showing a detailed view of congestion hotspots during the 
weekday rush-hour, is below.8  

 

 



                                                                               
 

 

 
2.5 The map above, along with further mapping available from TfL, show both the 

geographical range of congestion, as well as help to illustrate its complexity, as patterns 
shift and change depending on the time of day and week and surrounding 
circumstances..  Average traffic speeds and delays do not, on their own, reflect the 
intricacy of traffic congestion and drivers’ experience of it.  In practice, road congestion is 
a more complex phenomenon and is built around the inter-relationship of journey time, 
journey time reliability, volume of demand, amount of disruption and the extent to which 
the network is able to absorb disruption. 

 
2.6 The Mayor’s Transport Strategy identifies journey time reliability as a particularly key 

measure. This is defined as ‘the percentage of journeys completed within five minutes of 
a specified typical 30 minute journey time’.  TfL’s increased emphasis on journey time 
reliability reflects customer research which shows that this measure of road network 
performance is of primary interest to motorists. 

 
2.7 This shift of emphasis and the more detailed data now available through new technology 

has allowed TfL to create a more complex measurement of congestion within London.  
These four measures include traffic speeds and average delay, journey time reliability, 
levels of disruption caused by planned and unplanned works and volume of road works.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



                                                                               
 

 

The Effects of Congestion on London 
 

3.1 Congestion in London has major direct economic and social costs, as well as potentially 
negating other Mayoral actions designed to help realise key policy goals in transport and 
the environment.  Though assessing the costs of congestion on London involves some 
margin for error, the scale of impact, across a variety of fields, makes it a serious issue 
affecting all Londoners.   

 
3.2 London is estimated to lose billions of pounds of economic activity every year due to 

congestion.  TfL estimates that up to £17 is lost for every hour a vehicle is stuck in 
traffic.9  Estimates for the total cost of congestion to London range from £2 billion10 to 
£4 billion11. It also stressed that this estimate only took into account congestion on the 
road which was being measured, and not the resulting impact on surrounding areas, and 
is thus likely to be a cautious estimate. 

 
3.3 Measures such as these do not take into account the softer, more difficult to measure 

disincentives to economic activity which are caused by congestion.  These include the 
effects on tourism of clogged roads, the difficulty for businesses to make deliveries on 
time, and the reputational harm caused to the city for new investors and the resulting loss 
of businesses and jobs to other economic hubs.  A report by the Infrastructure 
Commission, a body made up of private sector and academic bodies, examined these 
issues and identified better management of the roads as being essential to the continued 
growth of London’s economy.12 

 
3.4 Congestion also has serious adverse effects on the city’s environment and public health.  

London has some of the worst air quality in the UK,13 with parts of the city exceeding 
agreed European levels for poisonous airborne particles such as PM10 and NO2 (nitrogen 
dioxide) dozens of times over the course of 2010.14  These particles are related to 
congestion, with up to 67 per cent of all emissions coming from all road transport though 
new engine and vehicle technology should help to reduce this in the longer term.15  Maps 
showing the annual mean concentration of PM10  and NO2 correlate closely to the main 
congested areas in London.16  The Mayor’s Transport Strategy attempts to deal in part 
with this by increasing the flow of traffic. 

 
3.5 Poor air quality could be a factor in the deaths of thousands of Londoners every year.  

The Institute for Occupational Medicine estimates that over 4,000 deaths in London each 
year are, in part, attributable to poor air quality.17  As well as the significant personal costs 
associated with sickness and death, it is estimated that up to £20 billion a year is spent in 
the UK treating ill-health caused by poor air quality.18  London also faces potentially 
unlimited fines from the European Union for failing to meet minimum air quality 
standards since 2005.  The Localism Bill currently before Parliament would provide for EU 
fines to be passed on to local authorities 

 
3.6 London also faces potentially unlimited fines from the European Union for failing to meet 

minimum air quality standards since 2005.  The Localism Bill currently before Parliament 
would provide for EU fines to be passed on to local authorities.   

 
3.7 The Mayor’s Transport Strategy aims to increase walking and cycling trips in London by 

an extra 1 million each by 2031.19  Reaching this target could also help the Mayor realise 
other public health initiatives such as reducing obesity which is particularly important in 
London.20  Congestion can have an impact on this drive towards more healthier, active 



                                                                               
 

 

forms of transport.  For example, a Department for Transport (DfT) survey found that 63 
per cent of respondents were afraid to take up cycling because they did not feel safe on 
the roads21.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



                                                                               
 

 

Congestion Projections up to 2031 
 
4.1 The demand on London’s roads will become greater in the next two decades, as the 

region’s population rises and the economy continues to develop.  London’s population 
has risen every year since 1988 and by 2031 will reach historic peak levels.  In mid-2007, 
there were 7.56 million people living in London, a rise of almost one million from a post-
War low of 6.6 million in 1988.  The GLA expects London’s population to reach almost 
nine million by 2031, a number higher than the capital’s previous population peak in the 
late thirties.22  The projected increase in population on its own would be the equivalent of 
a large UK city. 

 
4.2 Population growth is likely to result in increased congestion overall.  The GLA forecasts 

that the rise in population is expected to be particularly intense in central and inner 
London, areas which are already developed and where the possibility of adding extra road 
capacity is extremely limited.23   

 
4.3 These population growth areas are concentrated in the Lea Valley region, encompassing 

boroughs such as Tower Hamlets, Newham and Barking and Dagenham.  In addition, 
areas of central London such as the City of London, Camden and Westminster are also 
expected to add significantly to their population.   

 
4.4 Transport will be vital to ensuring the viability of these growing neighbourhoods, 

particularly if public transport provision is unable to keep pace with growth.  Network Rail 
has already raised concerns about train capacity in the Lea Valley region, forecasting a 
possible capacity gap of up to a thousand seats in the morning peak period by 2031,24 
while areas along the Thames Valley region will see gaps of over 5,000.25  This has the 
potential to force people by necessity to use the roads despite their desire to choose 
more sustainable options.  TfL has said that it is pursuing with the DfT improvements in 
rail capacity in Lea Valley including through HLOS2 and the next investment period 
starting in 2014. 

 
4.5 The location of economic development hubs, opportunity areas and regions of large-scale 

regeneration will also drive the location and intensity of congestion.  The map below26 
shows areas shows that the job growth is expected to be particularly intense in east, 
central and north London, though other more isolated pockets of growth will also appear 
in south and west London.  As one would expect, these areas correlate closely to areas 
which are set to see population increases, and also represent areas which have been 
targeted for economic investment through a variety of regional and national government 
schemes.  Guaranteeing a reliable infrastructure, which not only allows commuters to 
reach their workplace, but allows for the relatively easy passage of freight, will be 
essential to ensuring that growth is maximised and London continues to drive the UK 
economy forward. 

 



                                                                               
 

 

 
 

 
4.6 Overall, if present work patterns are maintained, this growth will result in more than 27 

million daily trips by 2031, a rise of over three million since 2007.27  Freight, which makes 
up 17 per cent of all road traffic, is expected to grow by 25 per cent in 2031,28 and will be 
particularly intense in areas of major construction and regeneration.  The Mayor’s 
Transport Strategy envisages the rise in trips being absorbed wholly by increases in modal 
share of cycling, walking and public transport.  If these modal share targets are not met or 
growth is more intense than envisioned, then the road network will need to absorb the 
gap in capacity. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



                                                                               
 

 

The Policy Response 
 
5.1 The Mayor’s Transport Strategy sets out his transport vision for the next 20 years.  One of 

the six goals in the strategy is to support the economic and population growth discussed 
above.  Central to meeting this goal is the expansion of public transport capacity.  For 
example, Crossrail, the Tube upgrades, Thameslink and expansion in the capacity of 
suburban rail services are expected to increase public transport capacity in the three-hour 
morning peak by over 30 per cent in the period 2006 to 2031. 

 
5.2 In addition to increasing capacity, a further contribution to meeting this goal is ensuring 

the existing network is working as well as possible.  This is described in the strategy as 
‚delivering an efficient and effective transport system for people and goods‛.  On the 
roads this involves, ‘smoothing the traffic flow’, the broad term used to describe 
measures to decrease congestion and improve journey time reliability and predictability. 
In particular the measures will hope to improve traffic control systems; address the scale 
of planned and unplanned works; squeeze the current road network to ensure maximum 
efficiency; ensure that roads are maintained, and where the case can be made, new ones 
built; and manage demand. 

 
Maximising the efficient and reliable operation of the existing network 
 

5.3 TfL is attempting to increase the capacity of the current network.  To achieve this, it is:29 
 

 Installing and commissioning new traffic signal infrastructure at 1000 sets of 
London’s traffic signals to enable them to be operated under dynamic SCOOT control.  
Split Cycle Optimisation Technique (SCOOT) uses sensors buried in the road to 
automatically and intelligently re-sequence traffic lights in response to fluctuations in 
traffic demand.  This is in order to minimise unnecessary stops and delay and improve 
journey time reliability. The introduction of this type of infrastructure has been shown 
to reduce delays by 12 per cent.30 

 

 Annually reviewing traffic signal timings at 1000 sets of London’s traffic signals. The 
reviews aim to ensure that signal timings are maintained at their optimum level on 
London’s strategic corridors and road network, minimising stops and delays to traffic 
and with no detriment to pedestrians. Without these reviews, the timings would 
significantly degrade over time, with a resultant increase in delay to traffic leading to 
a less resilient network and subsequent reduction in journey time reliability.  In 
2008/2009, TfL completed 1003 reviews which resulted in a reduction in average 
delay of 5.9 per cent with no net dis-benefit to pedestrian crossing times.   

 

 Removing traffic signals where it can be proved that there will not be a detrimental 
effect to pedestrians.  TfL drew up an initial list of 145 sites, of which 12 have been 
agreed with boroughs for removal, 36 will be left in place and a further 20 identified 
for possible removal during the consultation process.31   

 

  Trialling Pedestrian Countdown at Traffic Signals (PCaTS) at eight sites in London.   
 
Minimising the impact of planned and unplanned interventions on the road network 
 
5.4 Around 500,000 roadworks take place in London every year,32 with up to 30 per cent of 

congestion is caused by planned works, such as utility upgrades, local authority works and 



                                                                               
 

 

special events.33  The Mayor has made reducing the level of disruption caused by 
roadworks a major part of his strategy, through the provision of better information, giving 
more control to road authorities to allow works to take place, and encouraging greater 
collaboration between those undertaking works.  To help stakeholders coordinate their 
works, an information system called LondonWorks has been established to give a clearer 
picture of what works are planned where at any one time to help companies collaborate 
better in a single site. 

 
5.5 To help give authorities more control over when roads are dug up, a permit scheme for 

roadworks was established in January 2010 in collaboration with TfL and 16 boroughs.  
Two more boroughs joined in April 2010.  Between April and December of 2010, TfL 
granted 31,652 permits and refused 5,143 permit applications.  TfL said there has also 
been a 21 per cent reduction in the hours of serious and severe disruption caused by 
roadworks compared with last year.34  A full report on the permit scheme’s first year is 
expected in May 2011.  The Mayor and TfL have also been lobbying the Secretary of 
State for permission to establish a targeted and avoidable ‘lane rental’ scheme for major 
works on the TLRN.  Further discussions are due to take place within the next month, 
with a view to establishing a scheme by the spring 2012. 

 
5.6 Unplanned events such as roadworks are an unavoidable part of road management.  Up 

to 60 per cent of congestion is caused by unplanned incidents such as breakdowns, 
accidents and collisions and emergency utility works.35  TfL’s approach is threefold: to 
identify and eliminate the causes of unplanned disruption; improve response and clear up 
times for incidents when they do occur, and; effectively manage traffic around such 
incidents whilst they are on-going to minimise the disruption they cause.  TfL is 
examining ways to mitigate the effect by: 

 Improving its ability to coordinate real-time mitigation measures. 

 Improving communication between utility companies, highway authorities and TfL to 
ensure that any closures taking place are managed in the context of the wider road 
network. 

 Improving oversight to ensure that any unplanned works are actual emergencies. 

 Providing effective, up to the minute information to motorists and other transport 
users to allow them to take alternative routes when possible. 

 Enhancing and optimising police response by better coordination, improved targeting 
of resources and refining of systems and procedures. 

 
Maintaining and building new road assets  
 
5.7 Road, bridge and tunnel maintenance is becoming a more costly activity for TfL and 

boroughs.  For example, the number of potholes in London has risen from 79,299 in 
2008/2009 to 121,299 in 2009/2010, much of this as a result of extreme cold weather.36  
Maintaining London’s road network is an important part of controlling levels on 
congestion, particularly in local areas.  Maintenance works can close off roads and 
prevent motorists from taking alternative routes away from areas already experiencing 
significant congestion.  The Mayor has pledged to work with boroughs and other 
stakeholders to ensure that roads are maintained ‚cost-effectively… in a good state of 
repair in order to maximise their operational safety and effectiveness‛. 

 
5.8 Road building in London is constrained by many factors, not least the built-up nature of 

much of central and inner London.  While the Mayor has not ruled out building new roads 
in London, he has set a series of tests which any new proposal must meet.  These include 
how new roads will contribute to the city’s sustainable development and regeneration, 



                                                                               
 

 

the extent to which journey time reliability and predictability will be improved, and the 
effect on the pedestrian environment and safety. 

 
Managing demand on the road network  
 
5.9 In addition to improving the capacity of London’s roads, reducing demand on this limited 

space will also be vital to improving efficiency and reducing congestion.  The policies 
outlined in the Mayor’s Transport Strategy to ease demand on the roads include 
improving information to people before they travel, undertaking a series of capacity 
building improvements to public transport (particularly the Tube upgrade and new 
Crossrail and Thameslink services) and helping people to choose more sustainable forms 
of transport, such as walking and cycling, through smarter travel programmes.37 

 
Measuring the impact of the Mayor’s Transport Strategy   
 
5.10 In Paragraph 2.5, four measures were outlined by which TfL will judge the overall success 

of efforts to control the growth in congestion.  Latest figures for each of those measures 
show some improvement as a result of both the ‘smoothing the traffic flow’ policy, as well 
as related social and economic factors (eg the recession): 
1. Traffic Speeds and average delay38 – Traffic speeds have remained largely static since 

2007, while average vehicle delay has fallen slightly in inner and outer London. 
2. Journey time reliability – data is only available from April 2009, and shows an 80 to 

90 per cent reliability across the network.  This means that up to 90 per cent of 
journeys are completed within an ‘allowable’ excess of five minutes for a standard 30 
minute journey. 

3. Levels of disruption caused by planned and unplanned events – There was a 
reduction of nine per cent for planned events, such as roadworks, and 13 per cent for 
unplanned events across the road network compared with last year. 

4. Volume of roadworks – Figures are only available for the TLRN, but early indications 
from the introduction of the permit scheme show a consistent reduction month by 
month from 2009.  

 
5.11 Despite these short-term reductions, the overall long-term impact of the Mayor’s 

Transport Strategy is difficult to forecast.  The strategy says that ‚the level and 
distribution of any such growth-induced delay and deterioration of journey time reliability 
by 2031 will be dependent upon future investment and travel patterns, neither of which 
are precisely known‛.39  The strategy also says that technological and social changes in 
the next two decades may in fact improve the outlook for congestion.  As an example, it 
gives the increased use of public transport by young people as a possible indication of 
their future preferences.  Changes to work patterns, which make use of communication 
technology to allow greater flexibility in work hours and locations may also have a 
significant future effect. 

 
5.12 Taking these factors into consideration, the series of diagrams below outline how 

congestion might change over the next 25 years.  The first map shows the state of 
congestion in 2006 as measured by average vehicle delay.  The second map shows the 
increase in congestion when all funded policies are taken into account.40 

 



                                                                               
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

This final graph illustrates that with no interventions or changes in social or work 
practices, congestion is likely to grow by approximately 20 per cent in the next two 
decades.  It also demonstrates that as little as six per cent of this may be absorbed by the 
improvements outlined above and calls for further measures to manage demand.41 

 
 

 



                                                                               
 

 

 
 
 
5.13 The projections outlines above are based on assumptions and projections which may turn 

out to be inaccurate.  For example, some of the programmes may have difficulty 
achieving their maximum potential due to changing economic conditions and political 
priorities.  These can include: 

 Public transport capacity – the capacity upgrades on the Tube and national rail 
networks, as well as the additional services of Thameslink and Crossrail will have a 
positive effect on public transport capacity.  However, despite the success in securing 
funding for these vital large-scale infrastructure projects after the Comprehensive 
Spending Review in October 2010, many of these projects may still be subject to 
delay, alteration and cancellation as the national economic outlook changes.  The 
gaps in network rail’s provision as outlined in their London and South East Route 
Utilisation Strategy alone will hit areas expected to grow significantly in the next two 
decades.  TfL will continue to work with boroughs, specifically through the sub-
regional transport plans to work on interchanges and ease congestion. 

 Smarter Travel Programmes – Behaviour change is a long-term process.  The best 
known large-scale smarter travel scheme took place over five years in Sutton.  
Programmes need to be planned and implemented in the short-term to help ensure 
longer-term behaviour change.   

 Planning priorities – ensuring that transport priorities are an integral part of 
development and regeneration is seen as essential to managing the resiliency and 
efficiency of the overall network.  Some areas of London which are expected to see 
significant economic growth may find road capacity is outstripped by demand.  
Greater integration between the Mayor’s Transport Strategy and the London Plan is 
intended to ensure that economic and social development is supported by appropriate 
transport planning.  It is also planned that future developments include appropriate 
provision for transport, for example the proposed Northern Line extension to support 
the Vauxhall Nine Elms developments. 
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