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LEADERSHIP 

At PA, we believe that shaping global 
conversations is core to our purpose.  

Our subject matter and research experts 
bring inspiration and insight as, together,  
we tackle the world’s toughest challenges  

and seize its greatest opportunities.
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TRANSPORT SUCCESS CALLS FOR 
IMPROVED COLLABORATION 

The swift transmission and movement of COVID-19 was the antithesis of a transport system that ground 
to a near-halt across the globe, and tested the resilience of the sector like no previous crisis.

Transport leaders were quick to respond – introducing mask-wearing measures, rigorous new hygiene and 
cleaning regimes, adapting scheduling to new demands, and providing reassurance to anxious customers. 

Yet despite these reassuring moves, the pandemic heralded a new era of uncertainty and unpredictability, 
demonstrating that travel habits are not as fixed as the transport industry’s strategists and planners assumed. 
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Recap: COVID-19 impact on transport

When lives change, so does the way people travel. The pandemic saw:

80-95%

70% $4.5 
TRILLION

49%
fall in demand for public transport 
with rail and tube use particularly affected. 
Demand remains suppressed, with rail use 
around 75 per cent of pre-pandemic levels 
and bus use around 80 per cent

fall in road traffic  
but this has now returned to pre-pandemic 
levels, while commercial vehicle use spiked 
above pre-pandemic levels, likely due to 
the increase in online shopping2 

(US$) in the Travel and Tourism sector, 
with more than 62 million job losses3

Losses of almostUp to

reduction in air passengers 
in 2021 compared to 2019 and a gross  
revenue loss in the airline sector  
of approximately US$324 billion1

in the number of people walking 
regularly, and in cycling rates4

DRAMATIC 
INCREASES
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One of the most marked changes has 
been the significant increase in working 
from home. In March 2021, 30 per 
cent of employees were working from 
home exclusively (compared to 6 per 
cent in early 2020), with the number 
doing so occasionally falling from 25 
per cent in 2020 to 12 per cent.5 While 
some workers have been encouraged 
– or ordered – back to the office, the 
likelihood is that commuting patterns 
will remain suppressed.6 At the same 
time, business travel is predicted to 
permanently decrease by as much as  
30 per cent.7

On the question of permanence, 
analysis by the National Infrastructure 
Commission into the impact of 
COVID-19 on consumer behaviour 
suggests the transport sector has a 
much higher potential for long-term 
behaviour change than other sectors, 
such as digital or utilities. But there is 
a range of possibilities. The difference 
in average annual public transport trips 
between the scenarios with the lowest 
and highest levels of behaviour change 
could be as high as 25 per cent over  
the next 30 years.8

30%
Predicted decline  
in business travel
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Securing a sustainable future

So, transport leaders can be certain  
that the future is difficult to predict.  
And this has important implications  
for networks built to manage peak 
capacity. More flexible working might 
flatten peak public transport demand, 
reducing the capacity needed.  
There could be key tipping points,  
such as a small rise in traffic leading to 
severe congestion, or the consequences 
of hyper-inflation and subsequent 
demand dips making some public 
transport services unviable.9 

There is one other certainty. Transport 
has always been critical to the economy 
and to the delivery of larger objectives 
– and will remain so, locally, nationally 
and globally. Safe, accessible, integrated 
and affordable transport systems – 
particularly those that support public 
transport, walking and cycling – will  
be critical to the recovery from 
COVID-19. Public transport will also  
be essential to meet the Government’s 
most critical objectives – including 
decarbonisation, “levelling up” and 
improving public health.

There is a dual opportunity here.  
First, for transport leaders to secure 
their own future in a world of shifting 
habits, uncertainty, and where there  
is a need to reassure and serve 
customers in new and better ways. 
Second, there is space for the sector 
and its leaders to make itself central to 
the achievement of key sustainability 
objectives – be they social, economic  
or environmental. 
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Transport has always 
been critical to the 
economy and to the 
delivery of larger 
objectives – and will 
remain so, locally, 
nationally and globally.
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Transport as an integrated system

To achieve these goals and address 
these macro issues, transport leaders 
must collaborate to create and operate 
an integrated system. Siloed thinking, 
and working, is no longer enough in 
a world where customers want and 
expect seamless experiences across 
multi-mode transport, with joined 
up infrastructure. Both customers 
and the Government want transport 
to collaborate around delivery of 
decarbonisation and the levelling  
up agenda. 

So, as a minimum, transport thinking 
needs to be broadened to consider 
passenger journeys and experiences 
between the usual modal start and 
end. Thinking and learning from the 
pandemic need to be gleaned and 
shared across modes. And, as an 
aspiration, transport needs to be 
planned for, funded and operated 
as a truly sustainable and integrated 
system – underpinned by a meaningful 
devolution of powers, resources and 
decision-making. 

The UK Government is making a 
significant £600 billion investment in 
transport infrastructure. Now is the 
time for transport leaders to ensure 
infrastructure planning and operational 
management better joins-up those 
stakeholders who influence the start 
and end of journeys – where and how 
we live, work and socialise – with 
the transport providers who connect 
people to these activities. This could 
deliver systems that are truly fit for an 
increasingly uncertain future.10 
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Win back customer confidence – 
winning back customers to a reliable 
and affordable public transport  
network will be essential to avoid  
a car-led recovery. 

Differentiate and succeed on 
sustainability – transport leaders will 
need to demonstrate how the sector 
is contributing to the achievement of 
critical goals around decarbonisation, 
biodiversity and management of  
finite natural resources.

Deliver a fair economic recovery/
levelling up – safe, reliable, integrated 
and affordable transport will be critical 
in supporting recovery from COVID-19  
and delivering the Government’s 
“levelling up” agenda.

Ensure long-term financial viability – 
the Government has made clear that the 
level of funding to transport during the 
pandemic is not sustainable. Transport 
leaders will need to be creative about 
new funding and financing models, and 
continue to be ruthlessly cost-efficient. 

Transport leaders need to convene and collaborate to deliver change in four key areas:

TRANSPORT SUCCESS CALLS FOR IMPROVED COLLABORATION
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RECOMMENDATIONS

To both secure their own future and to deliver key national objectives, 
transport leaders need to break away from single-mode thinking,  
further building on the lessons learnt during the COVID-19 pandemic.

This isn’t a utopian vision. We realise transport leaders have fundamental 
issues to address within their own operational set-ups. At the same time, 
we believe there are vital lessons that transport leaders can share – and 
that this mindset of collaboration and shared improvement can drive 
better outcomes for them, their customers and for society. 

To do this, transport leaders need to convene and collaborate to  
deliver change across these four key areas.
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Win back customer confidence

Public transport demand remains 
suppressed due to changed travel 
habits – particularly commuting – and 
concerns about proximity to other 
people. This is of little surprise, given 
that the public were advised to avoid 
public transport in the early days of  
the pandemic. But the situation risks  
a car-led recovery. 

In response, it’s vital that transport 
leaders continue to collaborate in the 
way they did during the pandemic.  
For instance, regular meetings 
of the Urban Transport Group 
brought together national and local 
representatives from transport 
authorities across major UK regions. 

Similarly, the Rail Delivery Group 
stepped up its co-ordination with 
passenger and freight rail organisations. 
And the Department for Transport 
was regularly convening calls with 
metropolitan transport authorities. 

With a mixture of national legislative 
responses to the pandemic, leaders 
also had to ensure they co-ordinated 
their response as customers made 
journeys from one jurisdiction to 
another. These meetings were 
mostly virtual and happened with 
previously unseen openness and 
speed. Leaders came together to 
respond to and discuss ideas around 
operational planning, financial planning, 
biosecurity, workforce management 
and wellbeing, and staff and customer 
communications. 
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For transport to thrive, these ad-hoc 
ways of working need to be translated 
into longer-term habits. Transport is 
not alone in being prone to being at  
its best in a crisis – but has a lot to  
lose if it fails to standardise ways of 
working that were shown to be highly 
beneficial. Leaders need to ensure that  
the dropping of legal restrictions 
relating to COVID-19 across the  
majority of the UK doesn’t lead to a 
return to former ways of working. 

Even before the pandemic, transport 
leaders were aware of the need to 
respond to a raft of customer demands 
and changing habits. Now, there is a 
renewed mandate for transport leaders 

to continue collaborating to ensure their 
services are reliable, clean, safe and 
orderly – and that this is communicated 
to customers. Services provided need 
to be the best that resources allow – 
because in a post-COVID world, there  
is no alternative than to put the 
customer first. 

For air passengers, incorporating 
speedy bio-screening in day-to-day 
operations could well become a key 
competitive advantage. It could  
become as ubiquitous as security 
screening in airports today, ensuring  
an optimal passenger experience  
under new conditions.
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Differentiate and succeed on sustainability

The public are increasingly concerned 
about the impact of climate change  
and local air quality, and the need to 
reduce our reliance on fossil fuels.  
This need has become even greater 
given the consequences of the conflict 
in Ukraine, which has led to the rising 
cost and falling availability of oil and 
gas. There have been stark warnings in 
recent reports from the United Nations 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC). According to the IPCC, 
it’s “game over” for fossil fuels. 

The IPCC also called for a renewed  
shift to public transport, walking and 
cycling – stating that this can enhance 
health and employment, as well as 
improve energy security.  

This creates a moment for transport 
leaders to decarbonise transport and 
reduce its other environmental impacts 
– and for sustainability to become  
a key differentiator for transport.  
This will call for joined-up thinking 
around technologies, infrastructure  
and regulation.

It’s not just public transport that can 
benefit here – but road and aviation 
too. They’ll need to embrace new 
technologies and innovative approaches 
– such as sustainable fuels, smaller and 
newer aircraft fleets, hydrogen power, 
and electric vehicles. 

This will call for 
joined-up thinking 
around technologies, 
infrastructure  
and regulation.



 
 
  

*UK Government target
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The Government’s 2021 plans for 
decarbonising transport sets out the 
desire to have less traffic in urban 
areas and to increase electrified vehicle 
fleets.11 We’re already seeing proactive 
responses to drive change and seize 
the innovation opportunities here. The 
Mayor of London has announced that to 
meet London’s net zero and air quality 
targets, a new kind of “per mile” road 
user charging system will be needed in 
the capital in the long-term. Meanwhile, 
the Mayor has asked TfL to consult on 
expanding the Ultra Low Emission Zone 
London-wide in 2023 to make London 
a greener, healthier and less congested 
city.12 In short, now is the time for 
honest conversations around the future 

of road pricing, and what type of 
body should lead on this. National and 
regional transport leaders will need to 
come together to learn the lessons from 
London and other parts of the network 
where road user charging has been 
introduced. 

At the same time, transport leaders can 
use this moment to further encourage 
walking and cycling, and to support the 
Government’s goal that 50 per cent of 
urban journeys should be on foot or by 
bike by 2030. To do so, they’ll need to 
work together with land use planners, 
local business and community groups, 
the devolved administrations and the 
newly-formed Active Travel England. 

50%  
of urban journeys  
should be on foot  
or by bike  
by 2030*

RECOMMENDATIONS
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Deliver a fair economic recovery/levelling up

The Government has set out its 
programme for “levelling up” the UK 
economy in its white paper.13 The 
programme includes a specific, if 
loosely defined (for now), goal to bring 
local public transport connectivity 
in “Britain’s forgotten communities” 
significantly closer to the standards  
in London. 

This, and other goals, will be 
underpinned by the “biggest shift of 
power from Whitehall to local leaders 
in modern times” and a complete re-set 
of how Whitehall works. Improving the 
quality of transport services outside 
London will be central to this effort, 
while avoiding “levelling down” the 
quality of transport or the economic 
performance of the capital. 

Transport leaders will need to be 
able to demonstrate how they are 
contributing to this rebalanced 
economic recovery with safe, reliable, 
integrated and affordable transport. 
The National Infrastructure Commission 
has highlighted the importance of 
continued commitment to infrastructure 
investment to support rebalanced 
economic growth across the UK – 
while stressing the importance of any 
approach being adaptive.14 This is, for 
instance, the approach being taken 
for the Rail Needs Assessment for the 
North and Midlands (RNA). All proposed 
investment is reviewed and progresses 
in stages as the costs and benefits 
become clearer, and which can shift in 
response to behavioural changes and 
other external factors. 

Such an approach provides greater 
operational flexibility throughout a 
project, reassuring customers while 
enabling transport leaders to better 
adapt to Government strategy and 
changing circumstances. 

Delivering this in practice calls for 
close collaboration between the key 
actors in planning, funding and running 
transport systems. The reality is that 
the current national transport system is 
complex, multi-dimensional and lacking 
one joined-up plan. While national 
Government has spoken of transport 
decarbonisation, “levelling up”, bus 
reform, rail projects and freeports,  
a cohesive strategy that aligns all of 
these is conspicuous by its absence. 
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For this reason, national Government 
should create a sustainable policy, 
regulatory, fiscal and financial 
framework for the UK’s national, 
regional and local transport networks. 
Such a framework could enable  
co-ordination between transport leaders 
– city regions, local authorities, mayors, 
or any of the other organisations 
involved in transport – to happen 
through official channels, rather than 
through goodwill. And it would enable 
transport thinking to align around  
how people move, rather than on 
theoretical borders and boundaries. 
At the same time, regional and local 
authorities should take advantage of 
the further devolution promised in the 

“levelling up” white paper to plan for 
and manage transport services that 
reflect local priorities and aspirations. 

In tandem, the private sector 
should bring its customer focus and 
commercial nous to the table. We’ve 
already seen some success stories 
here. Micromobility organisations and 
apps are the frontrunners. The likes of 
CityMapper, Waze, Lime and TrainLine 
are all bringing new ideas to the 
table. Similar innovation is underway 
in relation to the electrification of 
vehicle fleets. This should be built on 
and harnessed to further inspire and 
challenge transport leaders.  
 

Voluntary and community organisations 
should also continue to make the case 
for customers’ interests and continuing 
improvements in the nation’s transport. 

Transport leaders need to collaborate 
both vertically (between tiers of 
decision making and action) and 
horizontally (across sectors, modes and 
organisations). Given the complexity 
of current operational agreements and 
set-ups, the benefits of collaboration 
for customers and users are huge. 
With all the key players bringing their 
ingenuity, creativity and commitment 
to the process in this way, transport will 
be able to fulfil its role in delivering a 
sustainable future. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
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Ensure long-term financial viability 

Since the onset of the pandemic, the  
UK Government has provided significant 
emergency financial support for public 
transport operations, becoming the 
funder of last resort. Since March 2020, 
the Government has provided over  
£10 billion to the rail industry, over 
£1 billion to support buses outside 
London and nearly £5 billion to support 
Transport for London.15 At the same 
time, the airline sector saw losses  
of over £300 billion, with more than  
62 million job losses in the Travel  
and Tourism sector. 

Transport authorities and operators 
continue to face severe financial 
challenges. Concerns remain that bus 
services could be cut by as much as 
a third unless there is clarity around 
continued financial support, while 
demand remains below pre-pandemic 
levels.16 Similar concerns exist around 
rail services.17 This could lead to a 
negative spiral where people shift to 
travel by car, making the likelihood of 
achieving the Government’s net zero 
ambitions even harder. Meanwhile, the 
Transport Select Committee has warned 
of a £35 billion “black hole” in roads 
income due to the loss of vehicle excise 
duty (VED) and fuel duty income as car 
owners increasingly shift to lower-taxed 
electric vehicles.18

£10 
BILLION

£1 
BILLION

£5 
BILLION

support to  
non-London buses

support to  
Transport for London

support to the  
rail industry
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Transport leaders need to agree how 
to move from emergency funding for 
transport to a stable, long-term funding 
and financing programme. And they 
need to do this quickly to prevent 
avoidable public transport service  
cuts and a potential spiral of decline.  
At least part of the responsibility here 
lies with Government, which needs to 
set out how it plans to provide long-
term funding certainty to the sector,  
to allow for integrated network planning 
and operations while responding to  
day-to-day events. 

In return, transport operators and 
authorities will need to demonstrate 
their continued determination 
to be ruthlessly cost efficient, to 
make best use of farepayers’ and 
taxpayers’ money. The collation and 
communication of performance data  
is a vital part of this process.

Building on the point made around 
sustainability, any exploration of a more 
equitable charging system for use of 
the road network brings an opportunity 
to generate new revenue streams. 
These could pay for maintenance of 
existing highway assets and investment 

in sustainable transport for the future, 
as well as having benefits around 
congestion, emissions and network 
management.  

An efficient, affordable and sustainable 
transport system is an essential public 
service supporting delivery of key policy 
goals. There is a case for significant 
continued public investment in both 
transport infrastructure and day-to-day 
operations. But this needs to be planned 
long-term, with clarity around the 
relative contributions from taxpayers, 
farepayers and the private sector. 

Transport leaders need to agree how to move from emergency funding  
for transport, to a stable, long-term funding and financing programme.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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SUMMARY

By working together as a collective ecosystem, transport leaders can capture and act  
on the lessons of the COVID-19 pandemic to both ensure the long-term sustainability 
of their systems – and to deliver the Government’s environmental and economic 
sustainability goals.

There’s no doubting that the complexity of arrangements makes this a challenge – but  
there are initial, perfectly achievable steps that transport leaders can take to drive 
progress. Far from being a utopian vision, these actions can lay the foundation for  
joined-up thinking and better integration across modes.
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There are four key focus areas for transport leaders and their organisations:

In tackling these areas, they will reassure and better serve customers, drive the shift towards 
decarbonisation, enable the economic recovery as part of the “levelling up” agenda, and secure 
their financial viability. 

 Ensure long-term financial viability - the Government has made clear that  
the level of funding to transport during the pandemic is not sustainable.  
Transport leaders will need to be creative about new funding and financing  
models and continue to be ruthlessly cost-efficient.

Win back customer confidence – winning back customers to the public  
transport network will be essential to avoid a car-led recovery. 

Differentiate and win on sustainability - transport leaders will need to demonstrate 
how the sector is contributing to the achievement of critical goals around 
decarbonisation, biodiversity and management of finite natural resources. 

Deliver a fair economic recovery/levelling up - safe, reliable, integrated and 
affordable transport will be critical in supporting recovery from the COVID-19 
pandemic and delivering the Government’s “levelling up” agenda.
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