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OpiniOn

Exactly what is sustainablE       transport?

As someone who runs a research group 
called the Sustainable Mobilities Research 
Group, I decided to step back a bit 
and think, exactly what is sustainable 

transport? 
Trying to start from a blank slate, I looked at the web 

and at policy documents, and something that struck 
me quite quickly is that it’s kind of a trigger word, like 
terrorism. Terrorism is a bad thing; you can’t be pro-
terrorist. Sustainability is a good thing; you can’t be 
unsustainable. To be in the policy debate you have to 
be sustainable, you have to be anti-terrorist. ‘Resilience’ 
is another buzzword in policy-making at the moment. A 
project called Countering Terrorism through Sustainable 
Resilience would be very much of the moment …

Reading through some of these policy documents, 
everything seemed to be about ‘sustainable transport’. 
In one sustainable transport plan, for example, there was 
early on a discussion about building a new link road, 
which seemed to sit with the discussion of sustainability 
at the start without any problems. 

Everyday understandings of  
sustainable transport
At times it seems that ‘sustainable’ is an empty word, so I 
decided to consider the problems with the concept first, 
and how it might be rescued. 

What are our common understandings of 
sustainable transport? Wikipedia comes up top of a 
Google search for sustainable transport, and it seems to 
me that problems with Wikipedia’s definition illustrate 
some of the issues and problems related to sustainable 
transport itself.

Says Wikipedia, 2011: ’Sustainable transport (or green 
transport) refers to any means of transport with low 
impact on the environment, and includes walking and 
cycling, transit oriented development, green vehicles, 
CarSharing, and building or protecting urban transport 
systems that are fuel-efficient, space-saving and 
promote healthy lifestyles.’ 

In terms of impact on the environment, we might 
think about the diverse issues of pollution, ecosystems 
and biodiversity, about noise, the public realm, quality 
of life, health risks and so on. Sometimes dealing with 
one type of environmental problem can aggravate a 
different one. For example, some European countries 
have encouraged the purchase of diesel cars, which 
have lower CO2 emissions than petrol cars. Yet diesel has 
higher rates of particulate emissions, which can increase 
local air pollution. The two air quality problems can’t 
necessarily be solved with the same technological fix. 

At the same time, CO2 emissions from transport 
have been going up. In the UK, CO2 emissions from 
sources other than transport have been going down, 
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partly because we’ve outsourced dirty manufacturing 
to other countries. 

So, sustainable transport is transport with a low 
impact on the environment. According to Wikipedia, this 
includes walking, cycling, transit-oriented development 
(not really a means of transport, but seen as meaning 
the higher use of ‘public transport’), green vehicles, car 
sharing, and building or protecting urban systems that are 
fuel efficient, space saving and promote healthy lifestyles. 

Understandably that reads like a sentence written by 
a committee, but it also shows that there are complex 
issues around defining sustainable transport that 
sometimes conflict. 

Is it the mode, or the system?
One tension in the common understanding is around 
individual choice. The first half of the definition equates 
sustainable transport with individual modes of transport: 
walking good, cycling good, public transport good, 
green vehicles good, probably. But then, the definition 

starts talking about systems. So, is sustainable transport 
about modes of transport, or is it about systems? 

Regarding individual modes of transport as ‘good’ 
leads to what I would call the ‘diet’ problem. Eat a slice 
of cake, cancel it out with a nice salad and you feel 
much better; you’ve had the cake, but you’ve also had 
the salad, so you’re actually okay. But unfortunately 
salads don’t have negative calories, so the ‘good’ doesn’t 
cancel out the ‘bad’.

You could apply the ‘diet’ metaphor on a systemic 
level to high-speed rail. Unfortunately high-speed 
rail does cause pollution, so if it generates additional 
journeys, as is likely, then it may not be environmentally 
beneficial (although it may be beneficial in other ways). 

So there’s a problem with saying we need a bit 
more walking, a bit more cycling, and a bit more rail, if 
at the end of the day we have a broadly unsustainable 
system. high levels of cycling, for example, will not 
solve all these environmental problems if other things 
stay the same. 

In Europe, the problem is not that people are driving 
where once they would have been using public transport. 
The problem is that we are travelling so much more, 
and most of this is by motorised transport, by burning 
petrol and more recently also by burning kerosene. It’s a 
systemic issue, and built into our everyday lives, so there is 
no easy consumerist solution, unfortunately.
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‘So there’s a problem with saying we need a bit  
more walking, a bit more cycling, and a bit more 
rail, if at the end of the day we have a broadly 
unsustainable system.’
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Does the classic definition help?
So, I decided to move onto a more reliable source. I put 
Wikipedia away and went to the Brundtland Report 
for a classic definition of sustainability, thinking that 
if ‘sustainable transport’ is potentially problematic, it 
might be useful to return to the original definition of 
sustainable development itself. 

This is defined as ‘development that meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their needs’. 
And reproduced in a thousand textbooks is a lovely 
intersecting Venn diagram showing how sustainability 
is about balancing the environmental, the social 
and the economic: we can have development that’s 
economically good and environmentally and socially 
good too.

This idea of meeting other criteria alongside the 
economic has become mainstream. The current UK 
government has a local Sustainable Transport Fund. 
Under a Conservative-led government we may have lost 
the social criterion, but we have still got the economic 
and the environmental. Bids to the fund must seek ‘to 
help build strong local economies and address the 
urgent challenges of climate change’ (dfT 2011: 4). 
Policy-makers are attempting to balance these different 
aspects and different areas. 

Within transport policy, ‘balancing’ different 

modes of transport is a popular phrase, and different 
modes become identified with different aspects of the 
sustainability diagram. 

When there is talk about a new airport in the 
South East or about the UK’s ‘strategic road network’, 
for example, that’s all about ‘the economic’. Social 
inclusion is then identified with public transport, 
which is often talked about as being socially inclusive, 
ensuring that people have access to resources. 
The environmental part of the diagram is walking 
and cycling. What it all adds up to in the end is 
pragmatic multi-modalism: doing a bit of everything 
without changing the existing system. Yet there is a 
fundamental problem in separating out these different 
domains (economic, environmental and social). When 
separated, they end up in competition, and profit tends 
to get prioritised, despite the triple bottom line. 

Moreover, with the focus on future generations, if 
you have a system where currently the needs of the 
present are not met, then talking about the needs of 
the future generations can be very problematic. What 
future generations are we talking about? The future 
generations of people who have their needs met now? 
What exclusions are being made? In terms of transport 
this is crucial, because the distribution of transportation 
resources across the world is so unequal.

Changing the terms of the debate
Thus to rescue sustainability, the terms of the debate 
need to change, to emphasise equality and justice, as 
well as systemic issues around the transport system and 
unsustainability. 

Enrique Peñalosa, the former mayor of Bogota, 
introduced a range of policies supporting cycling, 
walking and public transport, and Peñalosa talks about 
public space as something to which people should 
have a right. 

Poor people, people with fewer material resources, 
don’t have private space and depend more than rich 
people upon public and street spaces. If access to 
public space and the quality of local environments 
(which is shaped globally as well as locally) are seen as 
issues of social justice, then sustainability can become 
less exclusive. 

Even in a society like the UK or the US, where many 
people have access to cars, access depends on income. 
Richer people have access to more cars and to bigger 
cars, and some people are always going to be left 
without cars. Many of the students at the university 
where I teach want a car because they are frightened 
of the streets, frightened of other people, frightened 
of being out and about. This is part of what living in 
an unequal and hostile society does to us. Slower and 
more equal societies have better health, partly because 
people see the streets as an extension of their space, 

‘What it all adds up to in the end is pragmatic  
multi-modalism: doing a bit of everything without 
changing the existing system.’
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rather than feel like they have to barricade themselves against 
the world. Why drive to a leisure centre if your streets are friendly, 
if you know your neighbours, if you can go out and interact with 
them? 

In motor-dominated societies like the UK, we have raised the 
bar of social participation: if you’re a child, you can’t see past the 
4x4s to cross the road; if you’re slow, you can’t get across the road 
in time. 

We need to ask what transport is for: if it is mobility for its  
own sake and we spend it in cars, it is not necessarily a good 
thing. It should be about public space and a more public society. 
As a by-product of the Middle Eastern protests, public places 
were temporarily closed to motor traffic. The dynamic created 
in Tahrir Square showed ordinary people taking over local 
environments and changing them. By contrast, electric cars are 
a symbol of continuing as we are; they’re an add-on consumer 
good, for a minority.                                                                         v
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‘We need to ask what transport is for: 
if it is mobility for its own sake and we 
spend it in cars, it is not necessarily a 
good thing.’
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