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PROBLEMS FACING THE NEW LABOUR GOVERNMENT

On 19th May 2024 the climate & transport campaigners behind this briefing published their report Will 
Labour fail its transport decarbonisation test? - just three days before the General Election was called for 
4th July. We felt it needed to be written because Labour’s position, as it prepared for government, about 
how it intended to reduce the UK’s largest emissions sector remained unknown.  Unfortunately - and despite 
‘headline’ commitments to  such as the reintroduction of the 2030 EV phase-in date - that is largely still the 
case, even after Labour’s ‘First 30 Days’ in office. The purpose of this briefing therefore is to ensure that all 
Labour MPs have access to the basic facts, figures and analysis identifying the problems behind the question 
in its title. It then suggests opportunities for MPs to take action now to respond to the issues confronting the 
new government and its huge and immediate decarbonisation challenge.

FAILED TRANSPORT DECARBONISATION: Transport is by far the largest emissions sector: 
151MtCO2e in 2023 and 36% of the UK carbon budget ● No transport decarbonisation was achieved 
in the first 30 years of the Net Zero period 1990-2050 ● Even if transport emissions in 2030 achieve the 
reductions set in government or Climate Change Committee projections, 75+% of the decarbonisation 
needed will remain to be delivered ● For roads (66% of annual transport emissions) the phasing-out 
of ICE vehicles by 2030 cannot reduce emissions fast enough ● For aviation (23%), government policy 
inherited from the Conservatives remains to promote passenger demand and airport expansion all the 
way to 2050 ● Transport now represents 70% of the ‘policy gap’ affecting the total UK carbon budget ● 
This policy failure has deep roots within the Department for Transport (DfT). For the last 2 decades its 
two core policy frameworks, for roads and aviation, have been promoting emissions increases in contrast 
to the Climate Change Act’s requirements for continuous reductions. At the moment those frameworks, 
surreptitiously reinserted by the Conservative government within 2021’s Transport Decarbonisation 
Plan, remain in place: a fatal inheritance for the new government ● These emissions facts demonstrate 
the sheer scale of the transport decarbonisation challenge the new Labour government cannot avoid! 
More information+sources about transport decarbonisation: download the factsheet.

GAPS IN THE LABOUR MANIFESTO The Labour manifesto did not acknowledge the existence 
of the ‘transport decarbonisation problem’, or identify how it would be tackled ● Its position on both 
carbon-generating road building and aviation expansion appear to be supportive. Yet it is the policy 
frameworks for those two modes which are the cause of failed transport decarbonisation ● On 30th 
July Transport Secretary Louise Haigh  announced the intention to develop a ‘new long-term strategy for 
transport’, yet ‘decarbonisation’ is not included in its stated objectives ● Unless the strategy is driven by 
carbon reduction it has the potential to prevent Labour proposing a lawful Carbon Budget Delivery Plan 
by May 2025 as required by the courts ● Labour has implied that improvements to rail and bus services 
can produce sufficient emissions reductions but, essential though those are, their contribution will not 
be enough, will be expensive in the short term, and will not meet the 2030 climate target deadline

UNRESOLVED CONFLICTS WITHIN LABOUR’S PRIORITY FOR ECONOMIC GROWTH 
The Labour manifesto is clear, however, that ‘removing the barriers to growth’ includes ‘forging ahead 
with new roads’ and other nationally significant infrastructure. But does road building actually boost the 
economy? The academic view is that ‘this claim has never been proven’. Then, whilst much new growth-
promoting infrastructure is compatible with Net Zero (windfarms, grid connections and gigafactories), 
that’s not the case with the current Roads Programme. The benefits of proposed large new road schemes 
barely outweigh their costs, and will generate millions of tonnes CO2 over their lifetime. Airport expansion 
is incompatible with Net Zero and with Climate Change Committee recommendations. At the moment 
these contradictory positions about infrastructure growth - and also the approach to the reform of the 

The briefing is accompanied by a factsheet (download here) providing more information + sources; you can 
also click on the ? symbols in the text. The associated Analysis Report provides a comprehensive assessment of 
the UK’s failed transport decarbonisation trajectory, the existing Roads and Aviation policy frameworks which 
have caused it, and suggestions for a way forward.
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GIVE MINISTERS YOUR VIEWS ON CARBON GENERATING ROAD SCHEMES   

The Chancellor and Transport Secretary have established a review of the future transport infrastructure 
portfolio, including new roads schemes, based on a stark principle: ‘If we cannot afford it, we cannot do 
it’. Labour MPs can express support instead for ● priority rail, urban transit or active transport options, 
nationally or in your area, which are competing for very limited funding ● and by transferring roads 
expenditure to tackling the huge backlog of potholes, overwhelmingly the priority for motorists, not new 
road capacity’ ● An explicit criteria for the infrastructure review should be ‘compatibility with climate 
targets’ (currently excluded from it). More information on actions.

CONTRIBUTE TO THE CHANCELLOR’S AUTUMN BUDGET CONSULTATION

(closing date 10th September) Seeing that the Chancellor has suggested that increases in taxation are likely 
in order to pay for essential public services you can suggest that it could be applied to transport activity 
harmful to the climate ● such as Air Passenger Duty (& there are other aviation taxation opportunities) 
and ● to prevent the continuing erosion of motoring taxation. The OBR is already assuming that annual 
fuel duty inflation increases will be applied; introducing a new road user charge for electric vehicles 
would prevent the continuing erosion of annual £25bn fuel duty revenue, caused by the transition to 
EVs. Fuel Duty would remain as now on ICE vehicles. More information on actions.

SUGGEST PRINCIPLES FOR THE ‘NEW TRANSPORT STRATEGY’  At the moment Labour has 
insufficient collective awareness that transport decarbonisation is not occurring at the rate required, and yet the 
government’s approach to transport decarbonisation has still not been disclosed. MPs concerned about climate 
change should make their views known to transport and climate ministers that ● the ‘new long-term strategy for 
transport’ should be driven by demonstrable Net Zero objectives ● It should start by assessing whether the inherited 
Conservative roads and aviation policy frameworks (actually the cause of failed transport decarbonisation) are 
compatible with NZ; if not they should be paused whilst reviewed ● The strategy should be prepared in conjunction 
with the Climate Change Committee and in conformity with its recommendations (previously ignored by the DfT). 
These include ‘no airport expansion until such time as CCC’s prescribed airport capacity management framework 
is in place’ (already breached by Labour’s approval of London City Airport expansion); and for ‘a systematic review 
of current and future roadbuilding to assess their consistency with environmental goals’ ● It would be best if the 
strategy exposes and resolves the tensions between those four competing objectives: the economic growth 
imperative, sound public expenditure, meeting Net Zero, and delivering Labour’s transport & social priorities. 

PASSING THE TEST  means ● creating the funding space for Labour’s priority rail and transit schemes in the regions 
which need that economic surge ● recognising that meeting future mobility needs requires a sensible constraining 
of transport demand, which doesn’t have to mean less travel, with incentives for sustainable travel, and disincentives 
for the minority that increase climate risk ● and with transport making a much greater contribution towards securing 
the UK’s 2030 climate targets. FAILING THE TEST  means ● leaving the unfunded public expenditure ‘blackhole’ 
still gaping or shunting priority rail ambitions into the sidings ● increasing the possibility that next year the courts 
will again reject the government’s carbon budget delivery plan as unlawful. And by then it will already be too late to 
bring transport carbon emissions under control. 

Now is the time for Labour MPs to help make this critical choice. Between passing or failing the transport 
decarbonisation test. 

For more information or to comment about this briefing please contact MPsbriefing@transportnorth.org.uk 
Produced by the Northern environmental transport organisations grouping www.transportnorth.org.uk

DO LABOUR MPS WANT TO PASS OR FAIL THE ‘TRANSPORT DECARBONISATION TEST’?

THE CHANCELLOR’S £22BN PUBLIC EXPENDITURE ‘BLACKHOLE’  The Chancellor and  
Transport Secretary have immediately recognised that unfunded transport capital schemes cannot 
continue, starting with the cancellation of the A303 Stonehenge and A27 Arundel road schemes. It simply 
won’t be possible to afford both Labour’s public commitments to priority rail improvements - ‘We’ll 
finally give the North the rail infrastructure it deserves. Unlocking jobs, opportunities and growth’ Louise 
Haigh 18th July 2024 - and the road building programme inherited from the Conservative government: 
‘poor value, unaffordable, unfunded’. Equally shortfalls in revenue funding for essential public services 
could be filled by ‘polluter pays’ taxation of transport, thus  incentivising carbon reduction.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR ACTION The overall assessment of the accompanying analysis report is 
that as of August 2024 Labour is at risk of failing its ‘transport decarbonisation test’. What Labour needs 
is a way of resolving these accumulating problems, and reconciling the tensions between ● the economic 
growth imperative ● sound public expenditure ● its commitment to Net Zero ● and advancing its own 
new transport priorities.  Here’s how Labour MPs can contribute to meeting these multiple challenges.

planning system and revision of its national policy statements - are embedded in Labour’s immediate 
agenda. They have to be resolved so that achieving both renewed growth and decarbonisation become 
compatible with each other.
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