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Confidential: Road congestion and its impacts on transport users 
 
 
1 Purpose of report 
 
1.1 To set out some background regarding the rising levels of congestion on 

London‟s roads. 
 
 
2 Background 
 
2.1 In recent years London has been successful in reducing the motor vehicle traffic 

on London‟s roads, particularly the numbers entering the central London 
congestion charging zone. In central, inner and outer London the number of 
vehicle kilometres has been declining. This has been achieved by a variety of 
interventions and against a backdrop of rising population and economic activity, 
prior to the financial crisis. 

 
2.2 The Mayor‟s Transport Strategy, however, had always suggested that 

congestion would rise due to a growing population and economy. A 14% rise in 
congestion was suggested up to 2031 by the strategy even if all the measures in 
the Mayor‟s Transport strategy were to be implemented. It should be noted that 
the recent recognition, post Census 2011, that London‟s previous population 
estimates understated growth quite significantly will mean travel demand will in 
fact be higher than the Mayor‟s strategy originally suggested. 

 
2.3 Transport for London has sought to address congestion on their and the wider 

borough road network. There have been many initiatives such as installing 
intelligent traffic signals, actively managing the network, lane rental, pedestrian 
countdown, dealing with pinch-points on the road network and of course 
improving the space efficient modes, bus, cycling and walking. These measures 
and reduced economic activity over the last few years has meant a continuing 
decline in motor vehicle kilometres. 

 
 
3 Motor vehicle traffic volume and congestion is now rising. 
 
3.1 There are now, however, several indications that traffic volume and congestion 

is rising: 
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 TfL traffic volumes estimates,1 using DfT and other counts, suggest motor 
vehicle traffic levels are now rising. This is more significant in outer London, 
but also applies to a lesser extent in Central London.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 TfL‟s measure of congestion, Journey Time Reliability, appears to be 
dropping. TfL have recently reduced their target; 

 

 TfL officer reports to its Surface Panel confirm these trends; 
 

 Bus performance is deteriorating. TfL‟s target is not being met for the first 
time in several years. We have noted in our monitoring for Q3 2014/15 many 
bus services are performing under contractual standard;  

 

 Analysis for the Mayor‟s Roads Taskforce suggested that by 2031 
congestion would rise by 60% in central London, 25% in inner London and 
15% in outer London. 

 
 

4 The outlook 
 
4.1 In the future rises in congestion seem likely because: 

 

 Population will continue to rise and economic activity is growing; 
 

                                                
1
 Estimating motor vehicle traffic volume is difficult, but there are well established and accepted methods 

used by TfL. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The TfL chart (from 2006/07 to 2014/15) shows that since 2012 “pan-
London flows have begun to rise primarily in outer London, with flows 
flat in inner London, and dropping in central London. However, since 
then flows are beginning to increase in central and inner London too”. 
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 The cycle superhighways will reduce road capacity substantially in the 
central area; 

 

 Government has recently removed the ability of the boroughs to enforce 
against illegal parking in all but limited circumstances; 
 

 There is now more white-van activity such as internet shopping deliveries. 
 
4.2 London boroughs and TfL continue to seek to improve London‟s „liveability‟ by 

improving their local area. This can often be at the expense of road capacity with 
schemes such as pavement widening or the installation of pedestrian crossing 
facilities for example. 
 

4.3 Assessing the cost of additional congestion generally on London‟s roads is 
difficult. However we know that TfL estimate the cost of the cycle superhighways 
to bus operations will be significant at £8.7million per annum2. There will also be 
a significant cost to London‟s bus operators who will be losing incentive 
payments. This will, in the short term, benefit TfL‟s budget, but at the expense of 
poorer performance and, of course, in the medium term will mean higher costs 
as bus costs rise and feed into future tender prices. 
 

4.4 Go-Ahead Group (London) stated in their financial reporting that: Roadworks 
and congestion in the capital have impacted QICs revenue, with a year on year 
reduction of around £1m in the third quarter, expected to repeat in the fourth 
quarter. Roadworks and congestion are expected to continue for the 
foreseeable future. 
 
 

5 TfL’s response 
 
5.1 TfL are working to mitigate these impacts particularly on the bus network. They 

have a budget of £200million to be spent on bus priority over the next ten years. 
However, introducing bus priority is not easy and many of the easy schemes 
have already been implemented. Members will recall we were told there was to 
be 21 schemes to mitigate the impacts of cycle superhighways on bus journey 
time. The 21 schemes quickly became 17 and will now only be 5!   

 
5.2 TfL is also seeking to use technology and better day to day management to get 

the most out of the road network. This may well be useful. 
 
5.3 Finally it is suggested that proposals going beyond the Mayor‟s Transport 

Strategy such as additional road capacity in the form of major orbital road 
tunnels could alleviate congestion in the future. However, this is just speculative 
and given the suppressed demand for road travel would be unlikely to have 
much impact on levels of congestion unless some mechanism was used to „lock 
in the benefits‟.  

 

                                                
2
 TfL Board paper,  4 February 2015 
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6 Discussion 
 

6.1 Traffic congestion is rising across London‟s road network. The impacts will be 
longer and more unreliable journey times for all users. Slower and less reliable 
bus services will mean they are more expensive to operate. 
 

6.2 Pedestrians and cyclists will also have more difficult and less pleasant journeys 
as traffic levels rise. Cycling through motor traffic will become more frustrating. 
Crossing the road as a pedestrian will become harder. 

 
6.3 Where road junctions are at or above their design capacity it will become more 

difficult to make modifications for safety and other reasons as safer design can 
often mean lower motor vehicle capacity.. 

 
6.4 TfL has proposals to address the issue, but none seem substantive enough to 

be effective. 
 
6.5 The Mayor‟s Transport Strategy retained the option of roads pricing, but for the 

future. Similarly the Mayor‟s Roads Taskforce sought to keep roads pricing on 
the agenda. 

 
 
7 Recommendations  
 
7.1 Members consider this report. 
 
 
8 Equalities and inclusion implications 
 
8.1 Motor vehicle traffic congestion affects all of the users of London‟s road network. 
 
 
9 London TravelWatch priority 
 
9.1 Road congestion negatively affects all the users of London‟s road network. 

London TravelWatch‟s „Policies to keep London moving‟ document recognised 
this and said: “Congestion on London‟s roads affects all travellers and is 
forecast to worsen as the population grows and economic activity increases, 
particularly in outer and east London. The Mayor must develop a coherent plan 
to address these pressures.” 

 
 

10 Legal powers 
 
10.1 Section 248 of the Greater London Authority Act 1999 places upon London 

TravelWatch (as the London Transport Users Committee) a duty to consider - 
and where it appears to the Committee to be desirable, to make 
recommendations with respect to - any matter affecting the functions of the 
Greater London Authority or Transport for London which relate to transport 
(other than of freight). 

  
 



 

 
 

Page 5 of 5 

 

 

11 Financial implications 
 
11.1 There is no financial implication on London TravelWatch as a result of this 

report. 
 
 


