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Abstract

Politicians worldwide continually fail to adequately address the biggest risk and cause of
injustice to 21st century society: The car. The Elephant in the Road. This paper builds on my
work across two transdisciplinary projects designed to explore ways to improve societal
health, with one exploring ways to reduce emissions (Disruption Project) and the other
looking at changes we can make to our urban environment to reduce the prevalence and
impact of non-communicable diseases (TRUUD). Both studies have identified the
complexities of delivering change through a range of interventions and changes to the way
we think and both have identified the damage caused to peoples’ health through poor air
quality, sedentary lifestyles, mental health issues due financial worries associated to the car.
Car-centric governance adversely impacts the poorest members of society who lack the
means to travel by car, suffer from poor quality public transport infrastructure, and are often
at greater risk of adverse impacts of road traffic from air and noise pollution due to housing
availability.

This thinkpiece explores our relationship with the car and how it has become ‘natural’ to the
world around us and how this elephant is trampling us, through design, emissions, fatalities
and sedentary lifestyles to become a worldwide killer. The second section discusses how we
feed this elephant in the road through infrastructure, planning and taxation, and our emotive
relationships with our vehicles. Finally, the presentation concludes by summarizing the
technigues that have been use to tame the elephant, through examples of good practice that
demonstrate the benefits to society from The Netherlands, Paris and the UK and the benefits
they have provided in tackling the 21st century challenges caused by the Elephant in the
Road.

Introduction

The challenge of delivering the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (UN, 2025)
is series of what Rittel and Webber (1971) called ‘wicked problems’. Wicked problems are
societal problems that have complex, multi-faceted solutions involving actors from different
fields being required to act in the best interests of humanity. Globally people’s health is
worsening through issues such as poor air quality and sedentary lifestyles. Natural resources
are in decline due to the release of pollutants into the air, our water and the earth causing a
rapid decline in the planet’'s ecosystems whilst heating our planet. These issues are caused
by human behaviour and activities and can be reversed through changes across society.
Despite having potential albeit challenging solutions to these wicked problems they receive
little traction and often conflicting coverage in the media, and little support by many
politicians across the world. This is because the majority of solutions involve significantly
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reducing our use of cars and motorised transport. This is the Elephant in the Road. The
solution that many people do not want to talk about.

How has the car become such an essential part of 21st century living? The car is now
embedded in the way we think and the way we design our environment. Walker, Tapp and
Davis (2023) call this motornormativity where people have: “...shared, largely unconscious
assumptions about how travel is, and must continue to be, primarily a car-based activity”.
Car travel has become the dominant mode of travel across the World since the beginning of
the 20™ Century, shaping our society, our social status whilst impacting on our health, wealth
and happiness. This paper discusses how this happened and what steps we can take to
reduce car use. The paper broken down into three sections. The first section explores how
the ‘Elephant is Trampling Us’, demonstrating the impact car-based activities have on our
health and the environment. The second section explores how we are ‘Feeding the Elephant’
through the policies we create and the infrastructure we provide to travel. The third section
discusses how and where countries and city’s politicians are taking steps to “Tame the
Elephant”. The paper concludes by discussing the next steps and likely challenges to
achieving the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals through tackling the Elephant
in the Road.

The Elephant is Trampling Us

Ever since the first cars were rolled onto our roads in the 19t century they have encroached
on public space, slowly restricting the movements of people unable to drive. Car ownership
provides considerable benefits to people who own them lkezoe et al. (2021) providing
opportunities to access work and social engagements. Key points in life such as parenthood
can lead to car ownership (Kent, 2025) that becomes embedded in everyday life. Losing the
ability to drive can cause issues to peoples’ mental health in later life when they are
physically unable to drive (Musselwhite and Shergold (2013), as the ability to control their
leisure and social lives is dramatically reduced. Car ownership has become an essential
requirement for people to be able to engage with society. The problem is that cars are
expensive to purchase, maintain, insure and run.

Even though cars are expensive they provide many benefits for those who own and use
them. Car ownership is aspirational with adverts depicting freedom from the mundanity of
every day life (Gunster, 2004). Many people give their vehicles names and give them human
traits and personalities. This can be attributed to the fact that people see faces in the layout
of cars (Miesler et al., 2011: Windhager et al., 2012: Keaveney et al., 2014). Car ownership
is seen as part of being successful and these actions form part of Walker et al's concept of
Motonormativity (Walker et al., 2023). But what happens to those who are unable to afford
their own car? In 2022, 22 percent of households in the UK had now access to a car (DfT,
2023a) meaning that many of people were unable to access the benefits of a transport
system designed around private use of the car. Motonormativity is summarised succinctly by
the quote incorrectly attributed to former UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. The quote
states that: “the man who, finding himself on a bus beyond the age of 26, can count himself
a failure” (Harris, 2014). Failure to become part of the car culture is seen as an individual's
failure rather than a failure of society to provide adequate transport for all.

Life for people, whether they like it or not revolves around cars. Almost every person alive
today has grown up in a World where cars and navigating the infrastructure provided for
them is embedded as part of their every day life. This creates risks for both those driving and
those outside the vehicles. Globally 1 in every 34 deaths are attributed to motorised vehicles
and since their invention 60 to 80 million people have been killed by cars (Miner et al., 2024).
If fatalities caused by motor vehicles were a disease then humanity would be seeking a cure,
yet the death toll is accepted as a hazard of modern life. Many drivers fail to see non-
motorised road users as people (Cubbin et al., 2024) with collisions framed as accidents (te
Brommelstroet, 2020) rather than incidents that can be avoided with appropriate
infrastructure design, vehicle design and restrictions to speed. Evidence from the USA
shows that pedestrians impacted by crash victims are often from lower income households
than the people driving the vehicles (Giron et al.,, 2024). This further demonstrates the
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challenges for people without access to their own vehicle when the infrastructure is designed
primarily around car usage.

Environmentally cars also cause significant problems to peoples’ health and to the natural
environment. In the European Union Carbon Dioxide (COz2) increased 12 percent between
1995 and 2019 (Enerdata, 2022). The release of CO2 emissions has a significant impact on
climate change, increasing the planet's global temperature increasing the likelihood and
strength of weather events such as droughts and floods, making it difficult to grow food (Met
Office, 2025). Reducing greenhouse gas emissions, including COz2, from all sources is
therefore essential to the earth remaining habitable for humans. Other sectors in the UK
have reduced emissions in the last decade but transport’s emissions have remained steady
(DfT, 2023b), suggesting the transition to low carbon travel is taking longer and is harder to
deliver for transport, which directly impacts on day to day practices of people than other
sectors such as energy production. Changing the mode of transport or switching to an
electric vehicle and installing the charging infrastructure impacts directly on the people
travelling. Practices do not need to change if the source of energy produced changes from
fossil fuels to green energy.

Perhaps the most surprising one of the most overlooked impacts of motorised vehicles is the
impact they have on local air quality. In 2023 a study by The Guardian newspaper found that
98 percent of Europeans were breathing polluted air (Taylor and Duncan, 2023). Air pollution
is often invisible and the impacts are chronic rather than immediate and obvious. Breathing
nitrogen dioxide (NOZ2), particulate matter (PM2.5) is proven to have a significant impact on
the human body and the majority of non-communicable diseases to peoples’ respiratory and
cardiac systems or their organs (Schraufnagel et al., 2019). Air quality can have a significant
impact on a range of health outcomes throughout life from stillbirths (Xue et al., 2022),
adolescent cardiac arrhythmias (He et al., 2022) lung cancer (Hill et al., 2023: Chen et al.,
2024), breast cancer (White 2025), and in later life dementia (Duchesne et al.,, 2022 :
Christensen et al., 2023). Whilst the increase in electric vehicle sales is positive in the
reduction NO2 and other tailpipe emissions, electric cars heavier than petrol/diesel still of
particulate matter from brake and tyre wear (Timmers and Achten, 2016). Reducing or
removing motorised transport from urban areas therefore makes sense to protect human
health and the environment.

Having traffic noise as a constant presence in your life can also have an impact on peoples’
health and provides another reason to reduce or remove traffic where appropriate. Noise,
like air pollution, can impact on cardiovascular health (Minzel et al., 2021: Moreyra et al.,
2022). The TRUUD project has produced a video that outlines how noise (and air pollution)
can impact on peoples everyday health and wellbeing (TRUUD, 2024). Sleep deprivation
can cause long-term health impacts and co-morbidities as people are unable to sleep. In
developing the TRUUD project’s Health Appraisal of Urban Systems (HAUS) valuation tool,
the research team incorporated the impact of noise pollution into the economic model to
allow planners and developers to understand the impact of noise pollution alongside other
urban issues such as air quality and access to green space (Le Gouais et al., 2024).
Understanding and addressing the impacts of noise are therefore vital to improving peoples’
health.

Anxiety caused by traffic congestion can have a significant impact on peoples mental health
(Conceicao et al., 2021: Garrido-Cumbrera et al., 2023). People can be locked into car
dependency rather than choice (Dashtestaninejad et al., 2023) due to availability of property,
caring commitments and the lack of alternative modes of travel. Owning your own vehicle is
costly, and the value of cars depreciates significantly through use. The system of ownership
and financing vehicles locks people into a system of sunk costs to use their vehicles. This
has existed for almost 100 years, with John Keats identifying the issues of car ownership in
the USA in his book The Insolent Chariots (1958). Keats identified where the pressure of
finance payments, fuel and vehicle repairs have a significant impact on peoples’ mental
health as the failure of their vehicle can mean the failure of them to fulfil their work, caring
and social commitments.
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Not moving your body enough is another side effect of a motonormative society. The lack of
movement can also cause problems for people leading to obesity and a rise in non-
communicable diseases. Sedentary lifestyles, urban infrastructure prioritising car use and
social meanings promoting car use perpetuate the issue. In 2023 the Department for Health
Improvement and Disparities (OHID) estimate that 64 percent of adults in England were
overweight or living with obesity in 2023 (OHID, 2024). This has increased three percent
since 2013 (Williams, 2014). Obesity and the treatment of the associated non-communicable
illnesses was estimated to cost the NHS £6.5bn every year (Department of Health and
Social Care, 2024). Many proposed solutions deal with the symptoms of obesity rather than
the causes. Some changes in are occurring with initiatives such as the Soft Drinks Levy
reducing sugar in products (Ibid, 2024). Structural changes are required to stop the Elephant
in the Road from trampling us. Implementing these effectively is essential if we are going to
tackle the wicked problems impacting on our physical and mental wellbeing and the planet’s
ability to sustain human life.

Feeding the Elephant

The challenges facing society have become wicked problems because of the number of
systems, processes and physical assets lock in and perpetuate car ownership and travel by
motorised vehicles. Walker and te Brommelstroet, (2025) build on Walker et al.’s (2023)
concept of Motonormativity by discussing the biases that exist within society. These biases
influence peoples’ perceptions of different modes of travel and this influences the language
used and expectations that around travel. Similarly, Spotswood et al. (2015) also identify the
meanings that exist around transport and use the sociological concept of Social Practice
Theory to examine the materials and competences that also exist around travel. When
materials, such as infrastructure are designed for motorised transport, and people have the
competences to drive and travel this way this sustains this mode of travel for the majority of
people. Trying to use alternative modes can be expensive and time consuming if the
transport links do not easily connect. People may also lack the knowledge and experience of
travelling by mixed modes, or public transport making it easier to default back to travelling by
car.

In 2019, Williams et al. demonstrated that funding and finance were the main driver for
change in the way people travel. In the UK the majority of infrastructure funding is spent on
highway infrastructure through the Road Infrastructure Strategy (RIS) (Williams, 2022),
which dwarfs spending on other transport infrastructure locking in travel by motorised
transport. With the majority transport finance provided by the UK Government is focused on
motorised transport infrastructure this leads to inequality in transport for the 22 percent of
households in the UK that do not have access to a car (DfT, 2023a). This inequality of
transport options is compounded by a 28 percent reduction in bus services in the UK
between 2011 and 2023 (Rural Services Network, 2024). This is coupled with cost of
travelling by car doubling compared to car use since 1997 (Campaign for Better Transport,
2023) has further increased inequality for those without access to a car. The prioritisation of
funding for highways, specifically motorways and A roads, has lead to poor quality public
transport provision and poor quality walking and cycling infrastructure that lacks integration
in many places in the UK (Laker, 2024).

Nearly every politician is happy to stand in front of a new piece of transport infrastructure
within the area they represent but very few are prepared to do the same in front of existing
infrastructure that has been repaired. Kurt Vonnegut explains the reason for this in his book
Hocus Pocus (1991): “Another flaw in the human character is that everybody wants to build
and nobody wants to do maintenance”. With local highway authority budgets experiencing
their 15" year of austerity budgeting for infrastructure maintenance has reduced significantly
across the UK highway network. The Institute of Civil Engineers (ICE) have highlighted the
risk to the nation’s infrastructure network, especially bridges (ICE, 2025) from the failure to
fund infrastructure maintenance. With limited budgets focusing on the highest priority
infrastructure that carries the greatest risk to users this can often mean that walking and
cycling infrastructure maintenance is not prioritised in maintenance budgets (Williams, 2014).
In addition, winter maintenance in the UK similarly prioritises motorised transport. Sweden
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takes a different approach where disadvantaged women are more likely to walk so footpaths
are cleared of snow and ice as the first priority (Schmitt, 2018). Both general and winter
maintenance regimes can lock in car dependency and cause disadvantages to those who
require safe walking and cycling provision and access to public transport stops and stations.

Taxation of vehicles is also lever used by government that locks in car use. Paying to tax
your vehicle adds an additional level of sunk costs for drivers. Taxation of vehicles however
is one of the biggest challenges for the government, where revenue is received through
taxation on vehicles and fuel is likely to drop significantly if the current system remains in
place. The planned move to electric vehicles could see the UK treasury lose between £20bn
and £40bn per year (Goodwin, 2024) with this revenue likely to be lost by 2040 (Santo and
Cornford, 2023). Taxation of motorised travel is an important source of revenue for the
government and this risk to public funding has re-ignited the debate around road user
charging (Goodwin, 2024) that has surfaced many times since the 1960s. The reduction in
tax however from travel offers the opportunity to break from this model and identify new
taxation for electric and motorised transport such as the introduction of road pricing, pay as
you go models as well as promotion of alternative modes of travel.

How governments transition into low carbon futures will have a significant impact on our
future. The built environment as well as the transport infrastructure influence our health and
wellbeing. The type of developments that are delivered lock in travel practices of those who
live in towns and cities across the World. Meanings and prior life choices can influence
where people choose to live (Rahman and Sciara, 2022), as can changes in peoples’ life
courses (Clark et al., 2014) in relation to their work and family lives. These factors along with
affordability and location influence where people choose to live. Local planning authorities
can have some say in the type of developed delivered (Le Gouais et al., 2024), but this
depends on who owns of the land. In Bristol, the City Council developed the Frome Gateway
Framework that set out the Council’s vision for the area of how the developments will
enhance the city (Bristol City Council, 2024). The framework includes enhanced walking and
cycling infrastructure and several car free developments. Where planning authorities have
less say over the development area they are limited in what planning gain can be delivered
through tools such as the Community Infrastructure Levy.

Evidence suggests that due to the temporal nature of planning and the changes in
profitability private sector developers can often change or reduce planning gain in an effort to
make their development more profitable for shareholders (Williams, 2023). The competing
demands of developers, who need to make a return on their investment, and both the
developer and local authorities desire to create healthy, sustainable places often come in to
conflict as the costs of developments escalate over time. This can be due to a range of to
changes including the rising cost of materials, changes to government policy and other
externalities with developers looking to reduce risk and protect their profits (van den Hurk et
al., 2022). Local authorities, who need to comply to government targets for new housing are
then limited with what health based solutions they can enforce through their role as the
planning authority.

Taming the Elephant

Ratcheting is the concept where every system, process and physical asset that locks in car
ownership makes it difficult to break. Shove (2003) identified the concept in relation to
bathing and washing clothes that lock in high water usage, which has parallels with car
usage causing negative externalities. Significant spatial reorganisation of towns and cites is
required if we are to break the patterns of travel by car. It may appear impossible to tame the
elephant but there are several examples of where countries or cities across the World have
tried to reduce car use, breaking the ratcheting process and reducing the negative impacts of
excessive car use. Many of the changes begin at the bottom of the transport system through
social movements that opposed car culture. In The Netherlands in the 1970s an organisation
called Stop de Kindermoord (Stop Murdering Children) was set up in protest at the number
of children dying in road accidents across the country (Verkade and te Brommelstroet,
2022). Stop de Kindermoord used powerful imagery in campaigns to highlight the impact of
fatalities on Dutch people changing the narrative around transport infrastructure. This
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process was slow but changes to urban design through the development of woonerf (home
zones) areas of cities through the 1970s to restrict through traffic in residential areas (ibid,
2022). This has led to many towns and cities becoming what Bruntlett and Bruntlett (2022)
call Child-Friendly Cities, where children do not need to be chaperoned on journeys to
school or into town, as the walking, cycling and public transport system make it safe to travel
safely. Removing or reducing the risk of accidents with motorised transport increases
opportunities for independent travel reducing the need for children to be driven to school.

Opportunities to walk and cycle The Netherlands are extensive after 50 years of funding into
appropriate infrastructure but car travel still exists and some parents in still prefer to drive
their children to school, and in some cases demand infrastructure to be built that enables this
to happen (Verkade and te Brommelstroet, 2022). Removing car use completely is
impractical and penalises those who have no other choice, but restricting vehicle trips can
produce health and environmental benefits. The city of Paris in France has seen a reduction
in trips by car over the last decade. Large-scale investment in cycling infrastructure through
new cycle lanes and cycle parking (O’Sullivan, 2021), has led to the number of cyclists
doubling between 2022 and 2023 (Breteau, 2023). As well as providing new cycling
infrastructure the French government have provided financial incentives to switch travel from
cars to electric bikes (Bremner, 2022). Providing infrastructure provides and helping people
access Ebikes provides the opportunity for travel to change, but it is important that along with
the carrot to incentivise change there is also a stick to direct people to change. This stick is a
policy to increase parking charges for the largest privately owned vehicles, known as Sports
Utility Vehicles (SUVs), with the charges related to the weight of the vehicle (Chrisafis,
2023). Motorised SUVs create more pollution, cause more damage to infrastructure and
increase the risk of fatalities. Reducing or removing the incentives to drive them in towns and
cities improving the environment for others.

Although the delivery of schemes in The Netherlands and Paris have been successful they
have met resistance. This is also the case in the UK where the delivery of low traffic
neighbourhoods (LTNs) has been controversial this despite the evidence demonstrating that
they tame the impacts of the elephant in the road by increasing levels of walking and cycling
(Aldred and Goodman, 2021), reducing noise pollution (Ipsos, 2024) and air pollution (Yang
et al., 2022). Public dissatisfaction around LTNs can be around the way they are introduced
and people feel that they are being forced upon them, restricting their freedoms. This is
stoked by the rise in conspiracy theories and government rhetoric around sustainable cities
(Walker, 2024). To counter these challenges the TRUUD research team are developing a set
of tools to demonstrate the best approach to public engagement. The initial evidence from
the research suggests that there is no consistent approach to the delivery of LTN
engagement in the UK (Black et al., 2025: In Press). The TRUUD team are producing a
guidance document to outline the best engagement approaches that are designed to deliver
effective public engagement on issues that can be seen to be controversial.

Next Steps

Despite the compelling evidence that the elephant in the road is trampling us, impacting on
our physical and mental health and the environment, there still appears to be very little
desire by many politicians to tame the elephant. As transport researchers it is up to us to use
the evidence we have gathered to demonstrate the need and ways to tackle the wicked
social problems that prevent us meeting the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals. This
includes identifying opportunities to influence how we deliver transport services and
infrastructure. The solutions to the wicked problems lie in the approaches used to engage
with the public around the delivery sustainable transport infrastructure and improvements
public transport infrastructure that are more inclusive. These need to provide local authorities
the skills and knowledge to tackle conspiracy theories and anti-sustainable transport rhetoric.
Through the promotion and design of safe, healthy and environmentally sustainable
transport it is possible to deliver the UN’s goals on health and the environment and address
the elephant in the road.
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