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1 Introduction 

The Chair welcomed those present to the meeting and made the standard safety 
announcements. He thanked Sir David Bean for sponsoring the event and invited 
him to say a few words. Sir David remarked that he was ‘so pleased this event is 
taking place again’ and that the topic of the evening’s lecture ‘would have been of 
great interest’ to Ruth. 

The Chair introduced the speaker for the event, Mr Paul Buchanan, grandson of 
transport planner Sir Colin Buchanan, writer of the 1963 publication Traffics in 
Towns. Paul was a transport economist at Volterra Partners, and would be 
presenting the case for how road pricing could help to alleviate the current problems 
of traffic congestion. He invited Mr Buchanan to the stage. 

2 Road Pricing – a presentation by Paul Buchanan, transport economist at 
Volterra Partners 

Mr Buchanan thanked the Chair for his introduction and for those in the audience 
for attending the event.  

He started by saying that the current situation on the UK’s roads was ‘bad’ and 
that the country had some of the ‘most congested roads in Europe’. Over the past 
50 years road usage had seen a 400% increase whilst capacity had only 
increased by 30% over the same period. He continued that revenues from road 
taxes were beginning to fall and would present the Treasury with a major loss of 
income as more fuel efficient and electric vehicles came onto the market. 

Roads in the UK were currently funded by two revenue streams: Vehicle Exercise 
Duty [VED] (road tax) and fuel duty. At present, VED generated £6 billion for the 
Treasury per year whilst money raised by fuel tax equated to around £27 billion. 
This combination of £33 billion went against a total spend on the roads on around 
£6-£7 billion per year. 

Mr Buchanan stated that there were alternatives to road pricing though none of the 
options were as attractive nor would bring about the same amount of benefits to 
road users. Options such as building more roads were unpopular with the public 
and hard to achieve. He said that fuel duty was already a very large proportion of 
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its total cost, and it would be difficult to increase it further. More radical options 
included rationing the number of cars that could be allowed on the roads at one 
time, though this would be extremely unpopular with the public and in reality 
unlikely to be workable. He remarked that policy should be driven so that roads 
pay for their own costs and the by-products of their use, like pollution, were paid 
for by road users and not through general taxation. 

Although road pricing was yet to be widely adopted as a way of funding roads, the 
idea had been around for many years. In 18th century France, road pricing had 
been used on carts crossing a bridge in central Paris, and numerous other similar 
examples that could be found throughout much of the world. He stated that the 
technology was now available to implement a targeted system which was 
sophisticated enough to introduce road pricing on a national scale. 

Mr Buchanan remarked that the current price signals that were available to road 
users had no real impact on their decisions on how to travel and that people drove 
‘as if it’s free’. He added that the addition of one extra car on a highly congested 
road could result in an additional 100 hours to peoples’ total journey time. 
However, as people currently had no way of measuring the impact of their travel 
this did not factor into their decision on whether or not to use their vehicle. 

As part of the road pricing scheme envisioned, Mr Buchanan stated that the 
money generated from it would be better directed by making road users 
accountable for the effects they had to the roads. He commented that the money 
generated would be given to the local authority in order to remedy the impact of 
three major effects of car use: congestion, maintenance and the environment. 

To mitigate the effects of each of the three areas, Mr Buchanan said that price 
could be used as a mechanism to try and facilitate behavioural change. In terms of 
congestion, technology could be used to notify when vehicles had entered a 
different local authority, so that the revenues generated from where the journey 
occurred would go to the correct place. With regards to maintenance, heavier 
vehicles that cause more damage to the roads would in turn have to pay a higher 
price to compensate the additional damage. In terms of the environmental impact, 
additional fees could be charged for driving at certain times of the day when 
pollution and congestion was at its heaviest, or at the opening and close of the 
school day to reduce the risk to children. 

Mr Buchanan acknowledged that there would be some problems to overcome in 
order to be able to introduce a road pricing system. To ensure that a trip was 
recorded accurately, this would likely require road users to login through an app 
and identify where they would be travelling to – similar to the model used by Uber. 
Users that did not do this would be charged an additional fee. Mr Buchanan stated 
that there would be issues for people that did not have smart phones and sat navs 
in their vehicles and also those that did not have a pre-planned destination in mind 
before setting out. He remarked that ensuring that users remained anonymous in 
any road pricing system would reassure people when adopting the model.  

Mr Buchanan stated that the biggest problem to overcome in order to introduce 
road pricing was how to get the public to agree to the change. Previously, when a 
motion had been put forward to adopt the system this had been heavily rejected by 
local residents. He commented that people had not understood what they had 
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been voting for and could only see the negative side: that they would be paying for 
something that they considered at present was free. Mr Buchanan remarked that 
in Stockholm a different approach was tried. Road pricing had been introduced on 
a short trial period and then a vote was taken by the public after they had seen the 
effects it had had to journeys. The result of this method moved public opinion 
60/40 against the proposals to 60/40 for them, and the system was kept in place. 
He commented that a similar method should be attempted in the UK to enable 
people to see the benefits that road pricing could bring. 

Mr Buchanan said that road pricing was a sustainable model that would ensure a 
far better use of road space and encourage positive behavioural change. He 
remarked that the system should not be added as an additional cost for road users 
and that when introducing road pricing this should be in place of the current VED 
payment (road tax). Mr Buchanan stated that the total revenue generated from 
road users should also be reduced as drivers were paying far beyond what the 
current levels of government spending was on the roads. He concluded that the 
technology was now available to introduce road pricing on a major scale, and 
suggested that its introduction was hopefully not far from becoming a reality. 

3 Q&A 

The Chair thanked Mr Buchanan for his presentation and asked members from the 
audience if they would like to put forward any questions to him. Lilli Matson, 
Director of Transport Strategy at TfL, asked how road pricing would be enforced. 
Mr Buchanan replied that all users would be required to login prior to setting out on 
their journey and those that did not would be flagged up by cameras and similar 
systems that were currently in place. 

Journalist Christian Wolmar remarked that Mr Buchanan should ‘ditch the idea’ of 
putting in your journey prior to travel as ‘that is not going to pass the political test in 
the slightest’. He stated that the world was facing a ‘worldwide environmental 
crisis’ and a road pricing plan that was revenue neutral was ‘not where we are at in 
this debate’ in order in trying to resolve it. Mr Buchanan replied that it would be it 
would be difficult for only vehicles to reduce the effects of climate change as they 
accounted for ‘less than a third’ of the total amount of greenhouse gases put into 
the atmosphere. He added that he agreed with Mr Wolmar’s aims but that road 
pricing was chiefly a mechanism to solve congestion problems, not climate 
change. 

Paul Bowker, Transport and Regeneration Manager at the London Borough of 
Barnet, said that he was sceptical that road pricing would ever be introduced as it 
depended on the Treasury ‘unlocking their chest and giving up £30 billion a year’. 
Mr Buchanan replied that if government did nothing revenue generated from road 
users would gradually be lost due to more fuel efficient and electric vehicles 
entering the market. Therefore, an argument could be made to show that road 
pricing would be a way of ensure sustainable revenues for the Treasury for the 
long-term. 

Margherita Rendel from University College London stated that she agreed that 
road pricing could help to improve congestion on the UK’s roads though would be 
unable to solve the problem on its own. Simone Plaut from Stop Killing Cyclists 
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remarked that with regards to road pricing, ‘I do support it in many ways’, though 
was concerned of potential loop holes, particularly around mini cabs and taxis 
being exempt. Mr Buchanan agreed and questioned why TfL gave priority to taxis 
as if they were a form of public transport. He added, ‘I wouldn’t give them any 
advantage over cars at all.’ 

Caroline Russell, Leader of the Green Party on the London Assembly, said that 
she saw a ‘massive opportunity’ in using the technology that Mr Buchanan had 
mentioned in order to efficiently collect revenues from environmental schemes 
such as the local low emission charge. Stephen Locke, former Chair of London 
TravelWatch, questioned whether road pricing would encourage people to truly 
change their behaviour. He remarked that the recent experience of increasing 
taxes on sugary products had not translated in people moving away from buying 
such items. Mr Buchanan commented that he believed that people changed their 
behaviours very quickly when responding to costs which they could mitigate. 

Howard Potter, Vice Chair of the Institution of Civil Engineers’ Transport Access 
Panel stated that he agreed with Mr Buchanan that the technology was available to 
make road pricing a reality. However, he remarked that plans to introduce it on a 
national agenda were ‘very optimistic’ and suggested that instead schemes should 
be targeted in select areas, as long as the money generated from it would go to the 
local authority.  

Natalie Chapman, Head of South England and Urban Policy at the Freight Transport 
Association commented that a big challenge for their members was journey time 
reliability. Drivers had a certain amount of goods to deliver, which their customers 
would expect them to meet. She said that road pricing could be a good ‘stick’ to 
reduce congestion on the roads but that there also needed to be a ‘carrot’, such as 
enabling companies to deliver through the night, to go alongside it. Ms Chapman 
also questioned whether the idea to equate the weight of the vehicle to increased 
price for maintenance charges was wise, as ‘we need to make sure we do not 
replace a medium size truck with 10 vans’. 

The former Deputy Chief Executive of London TravelWatch, John Cartledge, 
remarked that it would make sense to unpick the hurdles that had prevented road 
pricing being implemented. With regards to political barriers, he surmised that 
politicians on the right would welcome the scheme from free market perspective 
whilst those on the left would be in favour as it transferred resources away from car 
users to typically less well-off public transport users. Mr Buchanan replied that the 
reason there was reluctance from politicians from having a road pricing system as 
‘they are going to make people pay for something they think is free’. 

Mr Buchanan stated that with regard to the distributional impacts of road pricing, in 
‘very simplistic terms’ the very poorest would generally benefit as they would be 
more likely to be using public transport, which would be more reliable and quicker 
under the system. Those is the midrange income bracket would likely lose out as 
those at the lower end of pay scales would likely be forced into using public transport 
due to the costs of using their car. Those that would benefit the most would be the 
very rich as the cost of their journey would be inconsequential and reduction in traffic 
would allow them to travel more quickly than they were presently able to. 
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Mike Walker from Transportation Professional asked Mr Buchanan if you could ‘give 
a realistic timescale’ on the introduction of road pricing and added, ‘how do we get 
the ball rolling?’ Mr Buchanan said that he was looking for cities that wanted to take 
the scheme on, though not those of the size of London as they would be ‘too big to 
deal with’ as an introductory trial. 

Tobias Newland from the London Borough of Hackney asked how the cost of traffic 
accidents would be covered in a road pricing scheme. Mr Buchanan replied that the 
cost would be borne by the highway authority and road users would be compensated 
for any delays they experienced as a result of car accidents. This, in turn, would 
encourage authorities to make the roads safer in order to mitigate the chance of an 
incident occurring. 

Alison Noerhbass, Policy Officer at the City of London, asked about the app that road 
users would have to use to submit their journey prior to travel. In one of the slides 
that had been shown there had been an option to choose whether or not to have 
insurance. She asked what that was in regard to. Mr Buchanan replied that this was 
likely an option for enhanced cover for future journeys in driverless vehicles. 

Iain Simmons, Assistant Director of City Transportation at the City of London, asked 
whether politicians would be ‘brave enough’ in order to implement such a radical 
change to how people saw road use. Mr Buchanan remarked that there was the 
possibility that a politician wanted to introduce a flagship policy that they could stake 
their name to, such as Ken Livingstone had done with the Congestion Charge. He 
added that there was an issue with politicians fearing introducing road pricing would 
‘come back and bite them’.     

Sir David Bean suggested that within the next 20 years it was likely that driverless 
vehicles would be the leading form of transport for people, causing a big shift away 
from public transport to car use. This would also cause an increase in capacity as 
people that were not currently road users because they were either ‘too young, too 
old, too drunk or not qualified’ would be able to access that form of transport. He 
asked how that fed into the debate with regards to road pricing. Mr Buchanan replied 
that in such a scenario road pricing would become ‘even more important’ so that 
road space was used as efficiently as possible. He added that he believed driverless 
cars would become a reality due to the amount of private money that was being 
invested in the technology by the major car companies. 

The Chair thanked Mr Buchanan for his time and for everyone for in the audience 
that had attended the lecturer for making the discussion so engaging. 


