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Transport in Outer London and affordable measures to improve it 
 
Transport in Outer London, has been one of the more contentious issues in mayoral politics. Ken 
Livingstone, it was sometimes said, had transport policies for Zone 1 but not for Outer London. Boris 
Johnson has been criticised because some of the big measures he has introduced, such as ‘Boris bike’ hire, 
have mainly benefited the centre. Transport in Outer London is likely to be a contested area again in 2012. 
 
Why it’s important to improve transport in Outer London 
 
Many residents of Outer London experience difficulty accessing every day services and amenities. This 
reflects the lower density of development in Outer London. But it also reflects a continuing loss of local 
amenities, such as shops, post offices and banks, libraries, hospitals and employment opportunities which 
can be reached on foot, by bicycle or by local public transport. This undermines local centres, local 
neighbourhoods and communities and gives rise to fears that many of London’s suburbs are simply 
becoming dormitories. 
 

 
 
Many of London’s congestion hotspots are in Outer 
London. Congestion is likely to become more 
severe as the population rises. TfL have estimated 
that it could grow by up to 14 per cent by 2031 even 
if all the funded and unfunded measures in the 
Mayor’s Transport Strategy are implemented. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Successful European cities have modern public transport systems, high quality public realm and good 
facilities for walking and cycling. Too many Outer London town and local centres are characterised by traffic 
domination, intimidating one-way systems, run-down high streets and empty or under-used premises. The 
quality of residential areas is also impaired: many appear to be dominated by moving traffic and parked cars; 
fear of traffic makes parents restrict children’s freedom to come and go; cycling facilities are few and of poor 
standard; communities are severed by busy roads. There are obvious implications for local economies.  
 
Car dependency is pronounced in Outer London – the car is used for more journeys than any other mode 
even though half of all car journeys in Outer London are less than 2 miles. This will need to be addressed if 
London’s goal of a 60 per cent reduction in carbon emissions by 2025 is to be achieved. 
 
When services and amenities are difficult to access people without cars and vulnerable social groups, such 
as the elderly, the disabled and those on low incomes, are placed at particular disadvantage. For those 
groups and the population as a whole, opportunities for active travel diminish with impacts on health and 
levels of obesity. Central and Inner London are bucking the national trend of declining levels of walking and 
cycling but Outer London conforms to it.  
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Why transport is different in Outer London 
 
In many ways transport concerns are now more pressing in Outer than in Inner London. The differences are 
marked. Less than 44 per cent of households in Inner London own a car and Inner London residents use a 
car for only a quarter of journeys. But in Outer London 68 per cent of households own at least one car and 
the car is used for half of all journeys. Outer London residents are much more typical of people in suburbs 
across the country. 
 
 
Percentage of residents’ trips by main mode 
 

 Rail Underground/ 
DLR 

Bus/ 
tram 

Taxi/ 
Other  

Car/  
motorcycle 

Cycle Walk All modes 

Inner London 4% 10% 19% 2% 26% 3% 36% 100% 
Outer London 4% 5% 12% 1% 50% 1% 27% 100% 
All London 4% 7% 14% 1% 41% 2% 31% 100% 

 
 

 
 
Traffic volumes in London have been declining over 
the last decade but the fall has been most pronounced 
in Central and Inner London. In Outer London the drop 
has been marginal (and in some Outer London 
boroughs traffic has grown). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
In part this is attributable to the lower density of public transport provision in Outer London.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
And in part it arises because the access to opportunities 
and services by walking, cycling and public transport is more limited in Outer than in Inner London. This in 
turn reflects the lower density of development in Outer London (with the exception of most of its town 
centres). 
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Access to opportunities, services and amenities 
continues to be reduced as large, centralised 
developments, designed to serve a wide catchment 
area and a largely car-borne clientele, are approved.  
Examples in or near Outer London include Westfield 
White City with 4,500 car parking spaces, Stratford 
City with 10,000 and Brent Cross where planning 
permission has been granted for an increase from 
8,500 to 20,000 in the number of parking spaces.  
 
 
 
 
The centralisation of health facilities continues, often in more remote locations, as does the migration of 
employment from town centres to business parks less well served by public transport. 
 
The other side of the coin is the continuing loss of local amenities already mentioned. 
 
What’s to be done? 
 
Transport measures for Outer London will have to work within limits set by three overarching factors: 

• Given the funding squeeze, most interventions will have to be low cost  
• They should recognise the polycentric pattern of development in outer London (the London 

of villages) 
• There will be insufficient demand, according to TfL, to justify an orbital express public 

transport route 
 

The following diagram, from the report of the Outer London Commission, shows, in simplified form, the types 
of journey for which it will be necessary to plan, given the likely population increase. 

 
The journeys include: radial trips from Outer London town 
centres to Central London (the solid black lines); radial trips from 
their hinterlands to Outer London centres (the green lines); 
orbital trips directly between Outer London centres (served 
perhaps by bus or rail routes, shown as dotted lines); and orbital 
trips between Outer London centres using interchanges such as 
Willesden (the yellow circles) on the edge of Inner London thus 
avoiding crowded Central London hubs such as Euston. One 
common journey type is not shown: that between locations in 
Outer London which do not include a town centre. 
 
 

 
Measures for improving transport in Outer London transport can be set out in four categories: 

• Public transport improvements 
• Smart measures 
• Better streets 
• Integration of planning and transport 

 
These measures are not a matter for the Mayor and GLA alone. Boroughs often have a role. 
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1. Public transport improvements 
 
Reform the franchising of rail services. Much of Outer London, especially south of the river, is not served 
by the Tube and relies instead on the rail network. Crossrail and Thameslink notwithstanding, the rail 
network remains the one major element of London’s public transport system yet to benefit from substantial 
modernisation. The successful upgrading of the North London Line into the London Overground should be 
the model. The Mayor and TfL need more control over London’s rail services.  
 
The Department for Transport currently negotiates net cost contracts with the rail operators. Replacing these 
with better value gross cost contracts between TfL and the operators could help pay for: 

• Branding and marketing a unified London rail network 
• Integrating timetabling, ticketing and information with rest of the TfL network 
• Making Oyster available across London’s public transport system 
• Improving stations and attracting development to the surrounding areas 
• Increasing the capacity of some rail services  

 
Improve public transport interchanges. The London Overground programme has already improved some 
interchanges within the rail network and with other networks. The Crossrail and Thameslink programmes will 
bring further improvements. Better integration will still be possible, at affordable cost, by increased co-
ordination of bus and rail services and by improving access to the public transport system for pedestrians, 
cyclists and people with disabilities.  
 
Create more bus priority. Over half the public transport journeys in Outer London are made by bus. Bus 
services are frequently delayed by congestion and by both legal and illegal parking on bus routes. More 
priority lanes and priority signals at junctions are needed. Parking obstructions could be eliminated at modest 
cost.  
 
Review Fares. Outer London has been badly hit by increases in public transport fares. Pay-as-you-go bus 
fares, used particularly by lower income groups in Outer London, increased by much more than the average. 
The Zone 2-6 ticket was abolished in the last round of price increases requiring Outer London residents to 
pay for a Zone 1-6 ticket even if they never travel in Central London. Last year the GLA Budget Committee, 
in the report called ‘Balancing Act’, identified a slight decrease in bus use in Outer London and expressed 
concern that this could lead to a rise in car journeys. 
 
Fares were due to go up again in January – by RPI+3% for rail and RPI+2% on the rest of London’s public 
transport. Following the Autumn Statement both will now be held to RPI+1%. This still means an average 6 
per cent increase and rises on some fares or ticket types could be greater. The whole fare structure for Outer 
London, particularly pay-as-you-go and Travel Cards, should be reviewed to encourage a higher proportion 
of journeys to be made by public transport. 
 
 
2. Smart measures 
 
The Sustainable Travel Towns project carried out in Darlington, Peterborough and Worcester between 2004 
and 2008 showed that car use could be cut by up to 9 per cent through various travel demand management 
measures and small scale infrastructure changes to make walking and cycling easier. 
  
A three year pilot smart measure programme sponsored by TfL, Smarter Travel Sutton, began in 2006. With 
a project cost of about £5 million, its main elements were:  

• school and workplace travel plans 
• personal travel advice and information 
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• advertising, marketing and promotion 
• car clubs, car sharing and cycle parking 

 
The programme was strikingly successful, achieving 16 per cent and 3 per cent increases respectively in bus 
use and walking, 75 per cent increase in cycling (admittedly from a very low base) and 6 and 5 percentage 
point reductions in the proportion of journeys made by car and the number of pupils being driven to school. A 
second TfL sponsored pilot programme was begun in Richmond but abandoned mid-way when political 
control of the borough changed. 
 
London now has a good record in promoting school travel plans. Many private sector organisations, such as 
GSK and BSkyB, have successfully implemented workplace travel plans. But there’s more to be done. The 
clear indications are that travel demand management measures are cost-effective and inexpensive. They are 
essential in larger new developments but also valuable in changing travel patterns in existing built 
development. Not to use them is perverse. 
 
 
3. Better streets 
 
Public realm improvements can boost the economies of Outer London town centres. A large body of 
evidence, some commissioned by TfL, shows that high quality public realm, often associated with schemes 
to give greater priority to pedestrians and improve street design, enhances retail performance and rental 
values. Other research, much of it also commissioned by TfL, has shown repeatedly that people who walk or 
travel by bus to town centres spend more than those who travel by car. The implications need to be widely 
disseminated to local authorities and to retailers and other business interests, who often believe, without 
evidence to back it up, in the greater importance of car-borne custom. 
 
Measures to increase cycling in Outer London are guaranteed a good return. Most journeys are short and 
cycle journey times in London compare well with other modes. But current levels of cycling in outer London 
are derisory – less than 1 per cent of journeys compared to the 20 to 40 per cent or more common in many 
European cities. Cycle facilities in Outer London cover a limited area and are of low quality. The speed and 
danger of traffic is a major, if not the major, deterrent to cycling in London. There is also growing concern 
that safer cycling conditions are being sacrificed to maintain high motor traffic flows. 
 
Measures to promote walking and cycling are a sure means of improving the quality of residential areas and 
ensuring that account is taken of the ‘place’ as well as the ‘link’ function of main roads.  
 
Proposals to improve streets and public realm in Outer London therefore include: 

• Recognising the importance of pedestrians and cyclists to town centres 
- Improve the streetscape for walking and cycling 
- Create pedestrianised and traffic-free areas 
- Dismantle one-way systems 
- Tighten up parking standards to discourage car use 

• Prioritising pedestrians, cyclists and public transport on the roads 
- Adopt 20 mph as the default speed limit 
- Create a network of walking and cycling routes to town and local centres 
- Give more space to cyclists on the main road network and at road junctions 
- Make the road network more permeable to pedestrians and cyclists and less permeable to motor 

traffic 
• Giving new life to main roads 

- Slow traffic 
- Clear clutter, street railings etc. 
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Neighbourhood and street design is also important. The 
development pattern above the grey line (a main road) in the 
diagram opposite shows the circular street pattern and cul-
de-sacs of a typical car-based street plan. Shopping is 
provided in a regional retail park, shown top left, no doubt 
provided with generous car parking. Below the grey line is a 
permeable street pattern that enables walking and cycling 
while the shops are in a local high street easily accessible 
from the surrounding residential area.  
 
 
 

 
Finally, the provision of parking in both new and existing development must be controlled. The new London 
Plan has a policy encouraging parking in town centres where it is necessary to assist regeneration; but there 
is no evidence that it does assist town centre regeneration, rather the opposite is the case. The London Plan 
also permits parking levels in excess of current parking standards in Outer London office developments not 
well served by public transport. But office developments should not be located where public transport access 
is poor. And traffic growth must be cut off at source – applications for development proposals with large 
catchment areas and large amounts of parking should be refused.  
 
 
London Suburbs Transport Fund – a new fund for Outer London boroughs 
 
Our paper shows the need to tackle the transport problems of Outer London and revitalise London’s 
suburbs. However, Outer London’s transport needs are often obscured by TfL’s focus on getting people in 
and out of central London. London boroughs themselves should take the lead on this agenda but a new fund 
is needed to back their initiatives so they can deliver real change for their communities. 
 
We know the measures we have set out can work. The Outer London Fund and the funding for Biking 
Boroughs have been a start, but the Outer London Fund is too general and the Biking Boroughs funding too 
small to make a difference on the issues we have identified. 
 
We therefore propose a London Suburbs Transport Fund, similar to the Department for Transport’s Local 
Sustainable Transport Fund (for which London boroughs are ineligible) with £98m available over three years. 
Relative to population this would be a similar level of funding to the Local Sustainable Transport Fund. This 
would fund initiatives proposed by Outer London boroughs in collaboration with their voluntary and private 
sector partners and would invite bids under the four areas identified as priorities in this paper – public 
transport improvements, smart measures, better streets and integrating planning and transport. The level of 
funding on offer would act as a real incentive and deliver change while respecting the tight financial situation 
facing the Mayor and Transport for London. If two thirds of Outer London boroughs were to bid successfully 
they would each receive approximately £8m. This would be in addition to the general funding available 
through the Local Implementation Plan process. 
 
We believe that a new specific fund is needed in addition to existing funding for three reasons: 

1. To challenge the boroughs to set out ambitious plans and to think creatively from a blank sheet 
about how transport and accessibility problems in their borough could be addressed. A competitive 
process would also encourage new thinking and greater ambition. 



8 
 

2. To create a process to bring together partners from boroughs, local businesses and the voluntary 
and community sector to focus on the key issues for each borough, and to ensure that Transport for 
London and other bodies like Network Rail and train operating companies are supportive of 
proposed measures 

3. To provide funding at a scale to make a difference. Existing funding through the Local 
Implementation Plans supports a range of projects but this funding is effectively not ring-fenced and 
supports general spending by boroughs on transport, rather than funding projects at a greater scale 
which can have significant impacts.  

 
Projects funded through the London Suburbs Transport Fund would not be about imposing Inner London on 
Outer London but about using transport policy to support the independent life of Outer London, improving the 
viability of shops and amenities by enabling access to them by walking, cycling and public transport. The 
evidence shows that the vitality of town centres and high streets relies not on the provision of parking spaces 
and dominance of traffic, but on good access by public transport and a high quality public realm that puts 
pedestrians first. 
 
This level of funding is much less than is being proposed for expensive new schemes like the Silvertown 
crossing, and could help reduce traffic and congestion across London, as well as contributing to improved air 
quality, reductions in traffic fatalities and injuries and the achievement of a range of environmental and health 
benefits. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
February 2012 
 
Richard Bourn 
Campaign for Better Transport 
 
 

All data and diagrams are from TfL, the GLA and the Outer London Commission with the exception of the last two diagrams which are 

copied from Planning for Sustainable Travel published by Commission for Integrated Transport. 
 
 
 
 
Campaign for Better Transport’s vision is a country where communities have affordable transport that 
improves quality of life and protects the environment. Achieving our vision requires substantial changes to 
UK transport policy which we aim to achieve by providing well-researched, practical solutions that gain 
support from both decision-makers and the public. 
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