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ROAD INVESTMENT AND ROAD
USER TAXATION: THE TRUTH
THE DISPARITY BETWEEN ROAD USER TAXATION AND
GOVERNMENT STRATEGIC ROAD SPENDING - AND HOW TO
ADDRESS IT.

PREFACE
The Alliance of British Drivers (ABD) has long been concerned that the national media does
little to adequately inform the public regarding the stark disparity between central
government income from road user taxation from all sources; and
the corresponding expenditure on national roads. Is it really
Should the longsurprising that our strategic road network can't cope when over
suffering road user
the long term only some 15% of government road user tax
simply accept
income finds it ways back into expenditure on strategic roads?
forever being
UK road users are amongst the most highly-taxed in the world.Yet
the UK is one of the lowest investors (in terms of percentage of its
GDP) in its road infrastructure; whether from a European or
worldwide perspective.

government's firstresort cash-cow?

Worse, the UK generally comes close to the bottom of the league in terms of all the road
capacity and length relative to land area metrics one cares to measure. For decades we
have been building a steadily and significantly increasing length of non-trunk (housing and
industrial estate) roads; while completely neglecting to meaningfully invest in our strategic
road network.
In consequence, our motorway and A-road network is becoming increasingly sclerotic; while
our non-trunk network feeds ever-rising traffic levels onto it.
Is it really surprising that congestion is such a persistent and pernicious problem for the UK
strategic road network?
What can be done to address this thorny problem and meaningfully improve
conditions for the nation's road users?

Page 2 of 17

1. The Context:
UK car ownership is by no means the highest in Europe (see Fig.1 below)

But our vehicle density is close to table-topping:

Fig 1 shows that we have middle-of-the-table car ownership, but Fig. 2 illustrates our close
to table-topping vehicle density. Why exactly?
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2. Building our way out of congestion?....
When it comes to our highway network (Fig.3 below) we are very much mid-table in terms
of highway (A-road) length per square kilometre of land area.

The situation is much worse when we focus on motorways (Fig.4 below). We lag behind
much of Europe in terms of highways (A-roads) - and most of it in terms of motorway
length - compared to the country's land area.
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3. Falling a t the first fence of the Infrastructur e Stakes....
The current, lamentable road infrastructure situation is a direct consequence of the failings
of successive UK governments of both major political complexions.
For decades we have been investing close to bottom-of-the-table amounts in our road
capacity (Fig.5 below):

You can't achieve a class-leading infrastructure on an Ebenezer Scrooge
budget. Under such circumstances, it's hardly a surprise that we have a
road network that is both unfit-for-purpose, and subject to chronic
congestion problems.
How often have we heard the claim: "We can't build our way out of
congestion". It doesn't really help that we've never actually tried!

How often do we hear
the cry: "We can't build
our way out of
congestion". It doesn't
really help that we've
never actually tried!

4. Over -egging the Public Transpor t Pudding
For some decades now, successive governments have heavily subsidised loss-making public
transport. Over the same period, road users have been subjected to progressively heavier
taxation.
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Road users contribute to the Exchequer at 4p per mile travelled; while bus and rail
passengers are respectively subsidised at 6p and 21p per passenger mile (Fig.6, 2010 TPA
figures; current subsidies being even higher; see Fig.12, p.11). Respective rail and road
spending per 1000 passenger km (Fig.7) are £140 and £5. How can this enormous disparity
be justifiable?
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According to the TaxPayers' Alliance, (Fig.8 above) direct road user taxation alone
substantially exceeds combined road spending and the "social costs" of road transport
emissions. The ABD would anyway question the validity of the science underpinning this
latter concept.
None of the foregoing is to suggest that the ABD is advocating the termination of all public
transport subsidies. We are merely highlighting the point that re-balancing national
transport policy in favour of personal mobility would be more equitable.

5. While Fleecing the Goose that lays the Golden Eggs?
Over recent decades successive UK central Governments have made - at best unimpressive attempts at keeping the pace of growth in our strategic road infrastructure in
line with customer demand. One might therefore reasonably expect that UK road user
taxation would reflect the exceptionally low levels of UK road infrastructure investment in a
corresponding lightened tax burden.
You would, however, be comprehensively wrong.
UK road users are consistently amongst the most highly taxed in the world.
Direct road user taxation: Vehicle Excise Duty, Fuel Duty and Company car tax, VAT on
vehicle sales and on fuel duty net the Treasury in excess of £35Bn per annum. Once VAT on
vehicle servicing and repairs, on parts and accessories are also factored in; the total all-road
user sources tax take exceeds £50Bn per annum; over £1Bn per week.
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Why are we so heavily subsidising loss-making rail, while heavily penalising economically
beneficial road transport?

There is absolutely no truth to the assertion that there is not enough revenue available to
government to both: (a) maintain our existing roads in good order, and (b) expand the
strategic road network as appropriate so as to reduce accidents, congestion and journey
times and to improve road network reliability.
If there were any justification for this assertion, why would we be contemplating wasting
colossal amounts of money on EU-backed vanity projects like HS2?
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The proportion of UK vehicle fuel prices that are represented by tax has been consistently
above 60% for some time (Fig.10 above and Fig.11 below).
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6. Adding Insult to Injury?
From official sources listed in References Fig.14: 1 -15, ABD has generated (conservative) best estimates for road user-derived tax income
(excluding: e.g., VAT on vehicle servicing and repairs, purchase of accessories etc.) versus official transport spending; shown below in Table
1, and pictorially in Fig. 12 (on Page 11):

Table 1 Estimated road user-derived Tax income vs Transport Spending 1998-2017(all in £Bn)
Year

1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

Vehicle
Excise
Duty
(£Bn)

3.96

4.87

4.61

4.10

4.29

4.72

4.76

4.76

5.01

5.38

5.52

5.63

5.84

5.82

5.88

6.10

5.98

5.90

5.99

6.23

Fuel Duty
+Co. Car
Tax (£Bn)

23.50

24.89

25.54

24.55

24.57

24.98

25.91

25.85

25.95

27.01

27.29

28.99

29.51

29.42

29.20

29.20

29.59

29.92

30.49

30.47

VAT
(Fuel &
Car Sales;
£Bn)

9.20

9.48

9.61

9.91

9.91

10.20

10.48

10.47

10.44

11.00

11.06

14.75

12.00

12.13

12.04

11.99

12.42

12.68

12.40

12.34

Local
Roads/
Parking
(£Bn)

-2.26

-2.85

-3.35

-3.66

-4.20

-4.25

-4.58

-4.94

-4.92

-5.63

-5.67

-6.12

-5.99

-6.61

-5.11

-5.25

-5.46

-5.28

-5.56

-5.24

Local
Public
Transport
(£Bn)

-2.26

-2.35

-2.31

-1.37

-1.87

-3.11

-2.23

-2.57

-2.91

-3.30

-3.53

-4.11

-3.90

-4.91

-2.63

-2.40

-2.52

-2.44

-2.50

-4.23

National
Roads
(£Bn)

-1.28

-1.94

-1.97

-2.15

-2.40

-2.26

-2.34

-2.69

-3.28

-3.15

-3.49

-3.45

-3.25

-3.75

-3.03

-3.29

-3.82

-4.08

-4.16

-4.66

Railways
(£Bn)

-2.25

-1.90

-1.67

-2.40

-3.25

-4.60

-5.50

-5.92

-7.83

-7.94

-7.15

-7.73

-7.40

-8.32

-8.85

-9.02

-9.15

-14.61

-15.23

-17.76
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UK road users pay about £1Bn per week in taxes, and have for decades been short-changed
on road investment compared to the imposed road user tax burden.
Railways; carrying less than 5% of UK annual passenger
miles, get 50% of the transport spend. Strategic roads,
carrying nearly 60%, get about 14% (Fig.14 above). How is
that equitable - and more to the point - how is it even
economically justifiable?

Why are we subsidising
loss-making rail, while
neglecting economically
beneficial road transport?

Despite us some time ago having reached "peak driver" (both sexes having some time ago
reached 85% of the maximum theoretical level of licence holders), the DfT has consistently,
significantly overestimated projected traffic growth, compared with what actually emerged
(Figs.13, 14 & 15).
This lent spurious credibility to the erroneous assertion (primarily by the anti personal
mobility lobby) that it would never be possible to match road capacity to traffic growth; so
demand management (i.e., traffic growth suppression) was the only possible strategy.
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Fig.13 above shows the DfT's late 90's upper and lower traffic growth predictions, a
straight-line extrapolation of the 1997-2001 trend, and the subsequent actual growth to
2017; broken down by road class. Fig.14 below shows the quite limited actual non-trunk
road traffic growth over this period compared with that on strategic (A) roads.
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Motorway traffic growth (Fig15) has substantially outstripped even that on A-roads (Fig15).

Perplexingly, government response to persistent DfT traffic growth overestimates has been
to woefully under-provide additional strategic capacity.
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UK motorways and trunk roads and have become progressively more congested because
what investment there has been is in the WRONG roads - typically on those on
housing and industrial estates; with little corresponding strategic capacity growth
(Fig.16).
Perhaps the best way of illustrating the significance of Fig.16 above is to calculate from it
the length of each class of road: non-trunk, A-road and motorway, added over the 19762017 period per percentage point of traffic increase on that road class over this 41 year
period (see Table 2 below):
Table 2: Traffic growth and length increase by road class 1976 -2017

1996-2017

%
traffic
increase

Non-Trunk
A Roads
M'ways
Overall

73.50
95.44
411.57
113.93

km length
increase

62337
324
1533
64193

km length
increase
per %
traffic
growth
increase
848.1
3.4
3.7
563.4

For each percentage point of traffic increase on that class of road, 848.1-, 3.4-, and 3.7
kilometres respectively of non-trunk, A-road and motorway have been added. What more
telling confirmation could there be of the assertion that we have for decades been building
the wrong roads?
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7. Conclusions


For decades roads users have paid far too much for far too little road investment



A flat, ring-fenced 25% of the annual all-sources road user tax take (say £12.5Bn
per annum) dedicated to annual road maintenance/ upgrades is needed.



The argument that "we can never build our way out of congestion" is unsound.
Successive governments have made, at best, token attempts to increase strategic
road capacity commensurately with traffic growth.



The UK is close to bottom-of-the-league in practically every metric of road capacity
versus road investment.



Successive governments' efforts in recent decades have fallen lamentably short of
keeping strategic road capacity growth in line with increased use. This is against a
background of having reached “peak car”: the theoretical practical (85%) levels of
licence holders having been reached for both sexes some considerable time ago. No
matter how many vehicles you own, you can only drive one at a time.



Meanwhile, non-trunk capacity growth has massively outstripped that of the strategic
road network onto which these roads feed.



All traffic-generating infrastructure projects (housing & industrial estates) should
have a traffic impact assessment and the stakeholders (builders, local councils etc..)
forced to ensure that local road capacity is adequately upgraded and provided with
additional network links to merge into strategic capacity as seamlessly as possible.



We do not support any form of road pricing. Road users are already substantially
overtaxed and there are undeniable privacy, government intrusion and data
protection concerns with it.



Electric vehicles should get no subsidies. They should have a single-, dedicated
charging infrastructure with special tamper-proof connections for both charge-points
and vehicles; so that they can be financially charged for battery replenishment at a
price commensurate with that for refilling Internal Combustion Engine vehicles with
conventional fuels.



Public transport is already grossly over-subsidised. We should look to redress the
investment balance back towards road users; given that roads are indispensible,
carry nearly 90% of the economy's people, goods & services; and without them the
country would rapidly grind to a halt and descend into total chaos.



We support efforts to make public transport (including railways) as efficient as
possible, provided that these measures don't involve discriminating against and
disadvantaging road users.
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About the Alliance of British Drivers (ABD)
The Alliance of British Drivers is a not-for-profit organisation that is owned and controlled by
its members. We are independent and aim to represent the mass of individual road users in
the UK. Anyone can join the ABD so as to help to support our aims – see
www.abd.org.uk/join . We promote your views to national and local Government bodies,
and provide information to our members and the general public. We try to counter the
misinformation spread by many people on the use of private vehicles, and we promote
freedom of choice about how you travel.
The ABD campaigns for:
 More investment in roads
 Lower road taxes
 No road pricing or tolls
 Reduced traffic congestion
 Evidence-based road safety
 Improved parking provision
More information on the ABD can be obtained from our web site at:
www.abd.org.uk
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Postal Address: PO Box 1043, Stockton-on-Tees, TS19 1XG.
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