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Introduction 

 

Forecasts made about the growth of traffic in the United Kingdom are nationally based, but it is 

apparent that the rate of growth in traffic has not been, and is unlikely to be uniform across the 

country.  Currently, car ownership levels in Berkshire and Hertfordshire are roughly twice as 

high as in Strathclyde and Tyne and Wear.  Population growth has been much faster in the outer 

South East than in other areas.  The nature of journeys made mean that some regions and area 

types experience faster growth than others.  In this paper the likely differential rates of growth 

between urban and rural areas is studied, looking both at current trends which are likely to 

influence traffic levels, and also at the implications of capacity being reached in certain area and 

road types.  

 

The 1989 National Road Traffic Forecasts (NRTF) predicted that between 1988 and 2025 the 

amount of traffic on Britain's roads would increase by between 82% and 142%
1
.  When they 

were published there was much argument and discussion as to whether they were realistic or 

not.  With forecasts for a thirty five year period argument does not tend to focus on the accuracy 

of the forecast, but the issues are more to do with whether such forecasts are feasible, or 

desirable.  In the case of the 1989 forecasts, as with previous forecasts two main issues were 

under scrutiny.  These can be stated in simple terms as questions: 

 

•Is it plausible that such levels of traffic could occur in Britain? 

 

•What about policy in these forecasts?  The government produces the forecasts, and creates the 

policies that would or would not allow for them.  In this sense is the forecast a true 

forecast, or is it a policy itself? 

 

In answer to the first question several views were put forward.  Several commentators criticised 

these forecasts on a variety of counts (e.g. Adams, 1990) concluding that they are unattainable 

and undesirable, while others suggested that the car ownership and use levels were below those 

currently existent in the USA, and were therefore feasible. 

 

Research by Hallett (1990) summarised in Goodwin et al (1991) suggests a clear distinction 

must be made between supply and demand for travel.  Based on current trends and expectations 

it is clear that demand for motorised travel, unconstrained by supply, costs or environmental 

issues could easily rise to such levels.  But what is also apparent is that the level of supply of 

road space cannot be expected to come anywhere near to matching such a level of growth.  

Road length has increased from 185,000 to 215,000 miles in the last 35 years, and most of that 

has been to serve new housing development.  Over that time traffic engineering has increased 

road and junction capacity.  The future scope for growth is limited in many situations. 

 

Analysis of the policy questions tends to provide the answer that policy is of prime importance 

in determining future traffic levels, when we look 35 years into the future.  But that does not 

                                                 
     

1
 The difference between the two forecasts being related to the rate of economic growth. 
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mean that we can ignore the forecasts and say "let's look at policy instead".  Traffic has risen 

steadily over the last 50 years, and all indications are that the predictions based on growth 

towards a saturation level of car ownership have been broadly true.  This has been driven by 

demand rising with economic growth - car ownership in most countries in the western world has 

been closely related to economic growth.  There is no doubt that it is not inevitable that the 

forecasts have to come true, but it takes a very strong conscious policy change of the type not 

seen yet in any western country to bring that about. 

 

The question that this paper attempts to answer is based on the premise that the forecasts are 

accurate, and that policies will continue along the lines of the last thirty years; that is involving 

"demand led state investment to increase road capacity roughly in line with (although usually a 

few years behind) the growth in traffic" (Potter, 1991).  Thus the question posed is "Assuming 

the forecasts are an accurate indication of traffic growth where can we expect that traffic to be?" 

 

The detail and complexity of answering such a question accurately is clearly very deep (and in 

practise impossible).  In this paper it is only possible to look at a few aspects.  This basically 

concerns how we could expect traffic to be split between urban and rural areas.  In order to do 

this we use current trends with predictions for the future, as well as looking at the forecast 

growth levels in relation to remaining capacity in urban and rural areas. 

 

How could the forecasts be met? 

 

The 1989 NRTF forecasts that between about 75% and 90% of people aged between 17 and 75 

will own their own cars by the year 2025.  Between 8% and 22% of the growth will be due to an 

increase in the average distance travelled per car.  About 6% will be accounted for by 

population growth.  Most of the growth will be accounted for by the increasing numbers of cars 

(60% more on the low scenario and 84% more on the high one).  Freight transport is assumed to 

grow slightly faster than car traffic, in direct proportion to the forecasts for Gross Domestic 

Product. 

 

One of the simplest observations of traffic is that congestion tends to be greatest in towns and 

cities, in general.  If our towns and cities are congested, and it appears that road construction 

within cities cannot lead to a great increase in traffic the logical conclusion is that if traffic is to 

grow it will grow outside towns and cities.  Traffic and social trends discussed later in this paper 

also point to the conclusion that pressures are there which can make this happen.  The building 

of non-urban roads, the location of large facilities on the edge of towns, and the process of 

counter-urbanisation all point to increased traffic in the countryside. 

 

While it is generally agreed that many town and city centres are close to capacity it is impossible 

to predict what the absolute `capacity' traffic levels of towns and cities is, relative to current 

levels.  Central London may be regarded as running at or over capacity for over twelve hours of 

the day, but if the traffic in London was evenly spread across space and time the roads could 

carry several times the current traffic.  However we can look at the implications on traffic levels 

outside town and cities if traffic within towns and cities rises by differing amounts and if the 

traffic levels forecast in the NRTF come true. 
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In 1988 the total amount of traffic carried on Britain's roads was 376 billion vehicle kilometres 

(or about 15,000 kilometres per vehicle).  Of these 54 billion were on motorways, 163 billion 

were on non motorway built-up roads, and 159 billion were on non built-up non motorway 

roads.  The two forecast scenarios mean that the total amount of traffic will rise to between 687 

billion and 909 billion vehicle kilometres by 2025.  If, as one example, we assume that traffic on 

existing non motorway built-up roads increases by 50% then 244.5 billion will be carried, 

leaving between 442.5 and 664.5 billion to be carried on motorways and other roads. 

 

Table 1 shows the rates of growth in traffic that would be required on non urban roads given 

various scenarios of growth on urban roads and motorways. 

 

Table 1 - Consequences of differential rates of growth in traffic for the 1989 National 

Road Traffic Forecasts 

Change in traffic levels on non rural 

roads 

% growth needed on 

rural roads to achieve 

`low' forecast 

% growth needed on 

rural roads to achieve 

`high' forecast 

No increase on urban roads or 

motorways 

203 347 

Urban roads and motorways increase by 

25% 

166 311 

Urban roads and motorways increase by 

50% 

130 274 

Urban roads and motorways increase by 

75% 

94 238 

Urban roads and motorways increase by 

100% 

57 202 

Urban roads and motorways increase by 

142% 

-3 142 

Traffic on motorways and urban roads 

increases by 50% and motorway 

network is doubled 

77 221 

Motorway network increased 5 fold at 

current traffic levels, and urban roads 

stay at same traffic level 

61 205 

 

Table 1 shows various scenarios.  It is clear that even with very strong measures taken to 

increase capacity in towns and on motorways rural roads are likely to experience large increases 

in traffic levels. 

 

Other calculations can be made.  In order to achieve current levels of traffic on both urban and 
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non urban roads, traffic carried on the motorway network would have to increase by 6.7 times in 

order to accommodate all the traffic expected in the low forecast, and by 10.78 times in order to 

accommodate the traffic expected in the high forecast.  Other possibilities for meeting the low 

forecast would include: 

 

•No road building, but an increase to current urban levels on all rural roads plus a doubling of 

urban and motorway traffic levels 

                                                                    

•A doubling of the motorway network with double capacity plus a 1.5 times increase on urban 

roads, plus an increase on all rural roads to urban levels of traffic.                          

 

For the upper limit to be met would require changes such as: 

 

•A doubling of the motorway network with traffic at double current levels, plus rural trunk roads 

with traffic at the current motorway levels, plus rural principal roads having 1.3 times as 

much traffic as urban trunk roads currently carry. 

 

In general it is apparent that the growth in traffic that is likely in urban areas means that traffic 

will have to grow much faster in non-urban areas if the forecasts are going to be met. 

 

 

Trends in traffic on different road types 

 

The last section showed that unless large increases in traffic could be accommodated in towns 

and cities, or there was a very large road building program (building roads precisely where they 

were most needed) traffic levels in non urban areas are likely to rise very rapidly.  The idea that 

traffic is likely to grow faster outside cities is backed up by experience over the last ten years or 

so. 

 

Table 2 - Ten years growth in volume of traffic on different road types 

 Vehicle Flow Road Distance Annual Traffic 

 1987 

flow 

% 

change 

77-87 

1987 kms % 

change 

77-87 

1987 veh 

kms 

(billions) 

% 

change 

77-87 

Motorways 44430 +62 2980 +28 48.34 +108 

Built-Up Trunk 15360 +26 1665 -23 9.43 -3 

Built-Up Principal 13240 +13 12412 +3 60.02 +16 

Built-Up B Road 6870 +43 7310 +11 18.33 +59 

Built-Up C Road 2960 +36 12810 +2 13.84 +39 

Built-Up Unclassified 880 +7 110998 +12 35.39 +20 

All Built-Up 2590 +11 145225 +10 137.02 +22 
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Non Built-Up Trunk 12180 +62 10761 -1 47.79 +60 

Non Built-Up Principal 5790 +33 22487 +5 47.49 +40 

Non Built-Up B Road 1610 +29 22258 +8 13.08 +39 

Non Built-Up C Road 630 +30 67232 -1 15.46 +29 

Non Built-Up Unclassified 260 +79 81045 +3 7.59 +84 

All Non Built-Up 1770 +44 204087 +2 131.41 +47 

All Roads 2470 +34 352292 +5 316.71 +41 

Source - Transport Statistics 1977-1987 

 

Table 2 summarises increases in traffic flow, road length, and total traffic carried over the ten 

year period, and compares them with average daily flows.  Data is for 1977 to 1987 since this 

was the last year for which breakdowns for built-up and non-built-up roads are available for all 

classes of road. 

 

Looking at the total traffic growth figures (in bold type and underlined) it can be seen that traffic 

grew at the fastest rate on motorways, but also at a much faster rate on non-built-up roads than 

on built-up roads.  When we look at other figures in this column we can se that there are other 

variations with the non major roads in built-up areas taking more of the growth, while on non-

built-up area roads it was the primary roads which experienced more growth. 

 

It is also apparent that there are differences in growth rates depending on whether one looks at 

the column for average flows on roads, or the total volume of traffic carried per year.  This is 

explained both by road building and by the reclassification of roads.  The motorway building 

programme accounted for the largest proportional change, with a 28% increase in road distance 

accompanied by a 62% increase in traffic flows per mile of motorway, leading to a 108% 

overall traffic growth.   Over the ten year period the total mileage of dual carriageways rose by 

30%, which also increased road capacity.  Trunk roads are often declassified as parallel 

motorways are built, and there were many changes of classification between intermediate levels. 

 The bulk of road distance increase is due to the building of unclassified roads in new built-up 

areas - the total road length increased by 5.3% while that for built-up unclassified roads rose by 

12% over the ten year period. 

 

Summarising the data used to make up Table 2, the motorway building programme combined 

with much heavier traffic levels on motorways has allowed 27% of the total traffic growth over 

the ten year period to be carried on motorways, while a further 27% has been accommodated on 

roads in built-up areas, while 46% of the growth has occurred on non built-up non-motorway 

roads. 

 

If these trends were to continue over thirty years, in 2019 urban roads would be carrying about 

1½ times their 1989 level of traffic, while rural main roads would be carrying over three times 

as much traffic.  These trends match fairly well to the high NRTF forecasts being met with a 
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50% growth on urban roads and motorways (see Table 1). 

 

Is such a pattern of growth likely to occur? 

 

The previous sections have shown that it would seem likely that over the next thirty years traffic 

growth is likely to be fastest outside existing urban areas, following both the evidence of current 

trends, and the implications of assumptions about capacities of roads in each type of area.  But, 

on the other hand, about 80% of people in Britain live in towns and cities, and car ownership is 

much lower in these towns and cities, so, on the face of it, the potential for growth is much 

greater in urban areas. 

 

Given these factors it would seem that either traffic growth will slow in towns and cities as 

congestion worsens, or activity patterns and locations will alter in order that these increases may 

occur.  The forecasts are based mainly on the notion that income relates most strongly to car 

ownership and use, and the implications of the forecasts are that people would make changes to 

their lifestyles so that these increases could occur. 

 

There are several trends occurring in society which imply that it is plausible that these changes 

could occur.  These include: 

 

•Counter-urbanisation, or the drift of population from towns and cities to the countryside. 

 

•The relocation of work, shopping, and leisure facilities to non urban areas 

 

•Rising incomes, and the leisure boom 

 

•Fears for personal security 

 

•The growth of `individualism' as opposed to `collectivism' encouraging attachment to private 

cars, and less favour for public transport 

 

•Trends towards road freight 

 

Counterurbanisation 

 

In the past rural population depletion was considered a problem.  More recently the 

phenomenon of counterurbanisation (a term coined by Champion et al (1987)) has occurred in 

which the growth of city regions, accompanied by the decentralisation of the city region leads to 

what were rural areas surrounding a built-up city area becoming functionally part of the city, yet 

remaining rural in visual character.  The proportion of residents working in the rural economy 

becomes very low, while small towns, villages, and isolated houses become inhabited by people 

working in the city, or commuting to other areas of the city region. 

 

Up-to-date data on population is hard to come by.  Census data can be broken down by 

population density and other variables, but between censuses the figures published are for local 

authority areas, most of which contain both town and country.  In recent years, however much 
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research has been done on the subject (Champion et al, 1987 and 1989) concluding that it is an 

ongoing process which seems set to continue in Great Britain.  Current trends in some parts of 

the country, especially the Golden Belt (Hall, 1990) from Dorset to East Anglia, show increases 

well in excess of 25% per ten years.  National forecasts over 30 years are difficult but one could 

envisage the rural and small town population (towns up to 25,000 populations) rising from 

around 32% in 1986 to over 50% by 2025 - the implications for land use are important here.   

 

Newman and Kenworthy (1989) discuss the `Anglo-Saxon pastoral or anti-urban tradition' 

describing how English speaking cultures never seem to have embraced urbanism and civic 

pride to the same extent as non English speaking European cultures.  They suggest that urban 

revitalisation policies are not so likely to succeed in English speaking countries as they are in 

other European countries.  In a society which values the countryside above cities it will take a 

lot of conscious policy effort to halt the urban rural drift. 

 

The size and location of facilities 

 

Economies of scale favour larger facilities such as shops, hospitals, schools, and workplaces.  

Accessibility is the key to forecasting patronage of facilities such as shopping facilities.  

Locations at motorway (or other fast road) junctions fairly close to urban areas become prime 

locations for shopping developments and workplaces.  While it can be argued that these 

facilities offer benefits to car users they take trade away from established centres whose 

catchments are now mainly served by walk and bus.  It is possible to envisage a situation similar 

to that described by Gardner and Sheppard (1989): 

 

"In the United States, many cities have experienced at first hand what's now known as the 

`doughnut effect' - the economic collapse of the city centre due to retail expansion on the 

urban periphery.  Between 1950 and 1970, overall retail sales volume increased by 

120% across America but the contribution of the US city centres actually fell by 50% in 

the same period." 

 

Between about 1980 and 1988 there was a loosening of development control which allowed 

planning permission for large out of town shopping centres to go ahead.  Between 1983 and 

1989 the number of hypermarkets in Great Britain increased from 230 to 640.  Since 1989 there 

have been several important refusals for planning permission by the Secretary of State for the 

Environment, and it is envisaged that the number of new hypermarkets will fall rapidly.  What 

has not slowed is the development of `retail parks' with cheap buildings housing DIY and other 

bulky goods products.  These are being built, typically on the edges of towns.  However, with 

the current power granted to the Secretary of State in these matters, long term stability in 

planning permission expectation cannot be regarded as guaranteed.  With increasing traffic 

congestion and a car based transport policy there could be renewed calls for new hypermarkets. 

   

The links with road building are made apparent by Headicar (1991): 

 

"Many of the `edge of town' developments ...  were attracted by the accessibility offered by 

major improvements in the national highway network.  Because these highways contain 

a margin of spare capacity to allow for future growth, significant land use change and 
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local traffic generation can take place without apparently incurring the costs of major 

new highways.  However such `gains' are short lived and do not contribute to a viable 

long term strategy.  They merely bring forward the date when traffic conditions on the 

inter-urban network become seriously congested, prompting proposals for a second 

round of major highway building." 

 

The trend towards road freight 
 

At present 83% of freight weight lifted and 62% of freight tonne kilometres moved is by road in 

Great Britain.  Rail and water each carry a significant part of the rest.  The trend over many 

years has been to increase the amount, and proportion carried by road.  This has been for a 

number of reasons.   

 

Firstly, containerisation was not accepted in Britain as readily as in some other countries which 

reduced the scope for mixed-mode transport.  Secondly, with improved telecommunications 

`just-in-time' deliveries have become more common, whereby production is more closely related 

to demand, and warehouse space is saved by immediate distribution.  The delivery lorry or van 

becomes the warehouse.  This kind of distribution requires high speed delivery which only road 

transport can offer.  It also tends to favour smaller (and therefore more) vehicles. 

 

The perceived reliability of road transport is higher than rail.  Traditionally rail freight has 

involved bulk movements where speed of delivery is not important, so timetabling has involved 

waiting at depots and sidings while higher priority rail traffic passes, using gaps in timetables 

for freight as they occur.  Just-in-time delivery systems especially, but most modern industrial 

practices in general, rely on a higher degree of reliability.  

 

As a result of these changes and the general trend of shift from rail to road industrial location is 

very seldom close to railways now, since road transport is cheaper.  The building of the channel 

tunnel could alter the situation (though it may well not).  The tunnel is a rail tunnel, and the 

longer distances involved in mainland Europe as well as other factors have ensured that rail has 

maintained a higher share of freight transport.  A high proportion of freight from mainland 

Europe will therefore arrive in Britain by rail, and the opportunity exists to continue at least part 

of the journey by rail.  There is currently talk of building container depots in new locations 

which could both realise this potential benefit, and increase the scope for long haul rail freight 

(combined with local road elements) within Britain.  On the other hand current signs are that 

little effort is being made to ensure easy access by rail beyond the tunnel entrance into Britain. 

 

Rising incomes 
 

The relationships noted in the early parts of this report point to the very strong relationship that 

has existed between income and car ownership and use.  There is no evidence that this 

relationship is `structurally causal', but in the past increasing incomes have led to increasing car 

ownership and use.  Much of the rapid increase in car travel in the late 1980s can be ascribed to 

rapidly increasing incomes especially in the South East of England.  With recession in 1990 and 

1991 traffic growth has slowed markedly.  Another period of economic growth would almost 

certainly be accompanied by increasing car traffic. 
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Past trends have also shown an increase in the proportion of travel that is carried out for social 

and leisure purposes.  In 1985/6 42% of mileage travelled was for social/ entertainment, and 

leisure, and this figure had increased to 44% by 1988/9.  (Social Trends, 1991) 

 

Most commentators do not see a fall in this proportion; many suggest that it will rise for a 

number of reasons.  Firstly the long promised shorter working week may arrive allowing extra 

leisure time.  Secondly the service economy may in a sense `demand' that people spend more 

money to `support' the economy, and leisure is an area of the economy in which expansion can 

easily take place.  Thirdly, residential movement and higher mobility may increase social 

visiting to relatives. 

 

Automobile dependence 

 

The car obviously has practical advantages for many journeys in terms of speed, comfort, and 

cost, but there are several other factors which imply that people use cars even when their 

practical advantages are not so apparent. 

 

Marsh and Collett (1988) have described the intensity of attachment of people to cars which is 

popularised as the `love affair with the car', and Richards (1990) identifies some psychological 

explanations for its existence.  Research on the actual nature and measures of the strength of 

attachment is thin on the ground but there is agreement that it is difficult to dissuade people 

from using cars where other modes are available (Stokes, Kenny, and Hallett, 1991). 

 

The focus upon the individual, as opposed to the community, in society is a comparatively 

recent phenomena (when viewed in macro-historical terms), and may be seen as partly causing 

the desire for personal transport.  Commentators who have employed such ideas relate this 

especially to life in Britain in recent years (eg Short, 1988).  The idea is not only applied in 

Britain - Jean-Pierre Orfeuil (INRETS, 1989) describes the same process occurring in France in 

relation to transport policy.  What is interesting about these ideas is that they relate closely to the 

sociological descriptions of urban and rural society put forward by Ferdinand Tonnies in 

Gemeinschaft und Gessellschaft in 1887 where rural society is characterised by relationships 

and social control based on kinship, locality and neighbourliness, whereas in urban life as Wirth 

(1938) comments  "competition and formal control mechanisms furnish the substitutes for the 

bonds of solidarity that are relied upon to hold a folk society together".  It is maybe a feature of 

counterurbanisation that these modes of conduct are becoming more common in rural areas.  

One of the less often stated reasons for car travel and the associated desire not to use public 

transport is the desire to separate oneself from others in society, as opposed to enjoying the 

company of strangers on public transport.  (It may be argued that it is, to a large extent, the 

motor car which has allowed many of the aspects of individualism to develop -  without it 

people were forced together to a much greater extent). 

 

Personal Security 

 

Fears for personal security when travelling are incomprehensible to some, but cause very serious 

problem for others.  Atkins (1990) suggests from several surveys that between about 50% and 
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70% of women are frightened of going out after dark in cities.  The implications of this are 

serious, both from a psychological welfare point of view, and from a transport point of view.  

Either these people will not go out on their own in the evening, or are likely to seek to purchase 

a car.  The problem is most serious in urban areas, where it encourages greater car ownership.  

Current trends seem to imply a worsening of the situation rather than improvement. 

 

The effects of increasing traffic - what are the pressure points 

 

Road capacities are generally measured for straight, horizontal roads running at capacity, and for 

junctions.  It is rare that congestion first manifests itself on roads without junctions since 

junction capacity is generally much lower.  Even on motorways it is the capacity of junctions (or 

incidents such as accidents and road works) that causes capacity problems.  As traffic levels 

increase and congestion increases several other `side effects' are experienced.   

 

•The growth in the number of cars means that the extra cars have to be parked, both at home and 

for work, for shopping.  It is regarded by many that pressures on parking will lead to 

policy or residential choice and behaviour changes before pressures on moving traffic do 

(eg Chandler, 1991). 

 

•The character of roads changes.  Roads become social barriers as they become busier, and they 

are perceived as less safe.  Combined with increasing noise levels, streets are viewed as 

places to avoid when one is not in a car.  Traffic calming has recently become a major 

strand of transport policy aimed at reducing these effects. 

 

•One of the main `side effects' of increasing congestion is that it leads to new journey patterns.  

People will travel to different places in order to avoid congestion (or where they 

perceive congestion to occur), and to places where they have the foreknowledge that 

parking will not be problematic.  This causes pressure for development in new areas, 

and is one cause of the pressure for housing and development to spread outside cities. 

 

 

What are the implications  
 

We have described forces leading to increased car ownership and mobility, and have predicted 

greater congestion as being likely to occur.  There is, in some sense, a conflict in the predictions 

here - as congestion increases, mobility should diminish.  Past experience points to changes 

occurring which would maintain congestion as a constant but controlled problem, but allow for 

greater mobility. 

 

Analysis of cities in America, Europe, and Australia by Newman and Kenworthy (1989) points 

to strong correlations between the density of urban areas and car ownership and use levels.  

Analysis of cause and effect is not possible, but historical tracking of data shows that for most 

of these cities densities have fallen at the same time as car ownership and use has risen.  Table 3 

shows some comparisons in travel patterns between London, Los Angeles, and Houston. 
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Table 3 - Transport characteristics of London, Los Angeles, and Houston (1981)  

 London Los Angeles Houston 

Total vehicles per 1000 people 356 667 797 

Passenger cars per 1000 people 288 542 603 

Parking spaces per 1000 CBD workers 130 524 370 

Length of road per person (metres) 1.9 4.5 10.6 

Vehicle kms per km of road ('000s) 1747 2211 1092 

Average road network speed (kph) 31 45 51 

Urban density (persons per hectare) 56 20 8.9 

Inner area density (persons per hectare) 77.9 29.6 20.6 

Source - adapted from Newman and Kenworthy (1989) 

 

It is apparent from Table 3 that if British cities are to reach the levels of car ownership prevalent 

in the USA (which is basically what is forecast), and if there is to be enough space to allow the 

cars to be parked and used, then a major restructuring of parts of our cities may have to take 

place, and/or urban densities will have to fall radically.  Los Angeles is about as third as dense 

as London, has nearly three times as much road space as London, but has traffic levels which 

are higher, and traffic speeds which are faster, but still subject to serious congestion. 

 

To compare London with Los Angeles, the current area of Greater London would house some 3 

million people (against 7 million now), or if it were to become like Houston with relatively free 

flowing traffic it would house more like one or two million.   

These comparisons are somewhat fanciful since it is apparent that with car ownership in London 

at over half the level of Los Angeles, and there being ways of accommodating some growth 

other than lowering the density, it is unlikely that densities would have to fall by that amount.  

Also, looking at England as a whole, London has a higher population density over a larger area 

than most cities so the problem would be less acute elsewhere outside the inner city areas.  

Nevertheless, a conservative view of such comparisons again points to traffic increases leading 

to more development in currently rural areas. 

 

A likely scenario for the future if current trends continue 

 

What follows is a synthesis of the above noted trends, with conjecture about what would be 

likely to happen in the next thirty years or so.  It is based on the current trends of 

counterurbanisation, car ownership levels, the size and location of facilities and other factors. 

 

•Over the next few years it can be assumed that car ownership levels will continue to rise.  At 

present they are rising most quickly in the rapidly growing rural areas in the Outer South 

East, but also in some of the larger cities.  In the country areas it is assumed that there 

would be few immediate constraints to that growth, but in the cities the problems of 



 

 

 

 
 13 

parking capacity both in residential and central areas would increase, and this would 

lead to increases in journeys to non-urban locations, and pressures for shopping and 

work facilities to be built in non-urban areas; generally `edge of town - motorway 

junction' location. 

 

•At the same time the populations of cities is likely to fall, while those of the smaller towns and 

villages are likely to grow.  This would be encouraged by the increasing traffic levels 

themselves.  As the inhabitants of cities gain cars their environment is likely to worsen 

as public transport deteriorates due to fewer users, congestion increases, and parking 

problems in residential areas (especially older terraced areas) become acute. 

 

•Traffic levels on rural roads would increase dramatically.  What are free-flow roads at present 

would become much more congested.  Country lanes would become `rat runs' to a much 

greater extent than they are at present.  These roads would have to be upgraded as would 

their junctions with the main roads.   

•The pressures for new locational patterns of industry, retailing, health care, education, and 

leisure facilities would create new `business and shopping centres' at motorway 

junctions.  Each `centre' might or might not have a mix of facility types which would 

make them equatable with the popular notion of a `town centre'.  Fewer people would be 

able to carry out shopping and personal business activities by walking, so increasing the 

pressure for car use.  The specialisation of out-of-town facilities means that for products 

requiring a choice, car mileage is likely to increase (or tele-shopping could increase, 

with `window shopping' also increasing). 

 

•Congestion at these centres would almost certainly lead to calls for bypasses.  Already there are 

suggestions that access to an expanded M25 should only be for long distance traffic by 

reducing the number of junctions on the `second M25'. 

 

•Work distances could also increase.  An increasing proportion would be by car, and typical 

distances would vary between 5 miles and 50 miles.  With the increasing number of 

small towns close together, `cross commuting' would increase in the pattern seen already 

in the area to the West of London. 

 

•Leisure travel seems likely to increase.  With the `Anglo-Saxon pastoral culture' still strong, or 

even stronger, but with the gap between the expectation and reality of rural life apparent 

for those who have moved to `the countryside', and with the further separation of 

families from their relatives the demands for weekend and other leisure travel will carry 

on growing. 

 

•The nature of areas is likely to change.  Current solidly built-up areas may not expand greatly, 

but peri-urban sprawl characterised currently by East Berkshire and Hertfordshire would 

spread, as would the current `Stockbroker belt' areas of low density housing interspersed 

with some rural land uses.  Beyond this, pressure on accessible rural areas such as 

Somerset, Norfolk, and parts of North Yorkshire would also increase.  Tourist rural 

areas such as the National Parks may not be under excessive development pressure but 

traffic levels would change their nature, leaving only the peripheral rural areas such as 
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parts of Devon, Herefordshire, Lincolnshire, and Northumberland with truly rural levels 

of traffic. 

 

Conclusions 

 

In this report we have looked at the likely trends in traffic levels with respect to non urban areas. 

 The approach has been to look at past trends, and compare them with forecasts available.  It is 

concluded that the demand for car travel could easily meet the National Road Traffic Forecasts, 

but that congestion will increase however much road building is carried out.  Unless current 

trends in car use change, congestion will expand in cities to other times of the day, and traffic 

levels will rise dramatically in the countryside.   

 

Current trends in settlement patterns, facility location, and road building are encouraging such 

trends.  The consequences of such predicted traffic levels will mean that congestion will 

increase on interurban and country roads.  The concept of `the open road' would disappear from 

all but the most sparsely populated areas and congestion as currently experienced in towns 

would become commonplace. 

 

There are several trends which imply that car ownership and use is likely to increase, and that 

people will alter their situations in order to ensure that they are able to use their cars.  This idea 

implies a kind of reverse logic; that the car is controlling the economy and the social and spatial 

organisation of society, rather than the other way round.  That is not intended the message of 

this paper.  Rather it is that the changes which society has undergone in order to accommodate 

the demand for private car travel imply that unless very strong policy changes are made to alter 

the situation the forecasts may well be met.  Furthermore the ways in which they are likely to be 

met will lead to large alterations in the urban rural balance.  To slow or halt this process requires 

that urban social policy be altered to encourage people to see benefits in living in towns. 
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