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Summary and policy recommendations 

 

The analysis suggests that the UK will hit peak car in the early 2030s. Alongside this, 

we are likely to see a steep drop off in demand for ICE vehicles.  

 

Regional policy should be informed by this trend and act under the assumption the 

future will not look like it does today. The concept of policy being informed by the 

long-term trends is explored in the report, Megatrends in the Midlands.  The report 

links long-term global megatrends to impacts in place. ‘Peak car’ should be viewed in 

similar terms where ‘megatrend informed’ policy acts on the basis there will not be 

ever growing number of cars on the road.  

 

Policy should act to seize the opportunities and mitigate the risks. Some ways in 

which it might do this: 

• Transport infrastructure – Demand for road space is peaking, meaning 
there should be less emphasis on car centric infrastructure projects. 

• Active travel – There is an opportunity to invest more in adjusting for a world 
with more active travel which has the co-benefits of helping reach 
health/wellbeing and climate objectives 

• Just transition – As is well established, ICE vehicle demand is anticipated to 
fall sharply. This demand may not wholly be replaced by EV vehicle demand. 
As such policy should be considering how it can support the transition to EV 
production, ensuring supply-chain readiness (i.e. EV parts can be sourced in 
region). But, also preparing for a region with potentially lower demand for a 
key export, automotive products.  

• Skills Agenda – Related to this transition is ensuring that skills training in the 
region is calibrated for a region that will have lower demand for manufacturing 
skills. 

Introduction 

 

The demand for new cars is close to peaking and demand for ICE vehicle 

production is set to rapidly decrease. 

 

Figure 2 shows the net number of car purchases (without depreciation) each year 

from 2001 to 2023 and then extrapolates a trend out to 2030. There are clear peaks 

and troughs in net cars each year with notably a falling number of net car purchases 

after the Covid-19 and Brexit conditions combined to form the so-called 2020 shock. 

The trend of new car purchases (not depreciation) goes towards zero and that 

stabilizes the car stock - almost.  

 

https://midlandsengine.org/news-events/megatrends-in-the-midlands-new-report-published/
https://blog.bham.ac.uk/cityredi/the-2020-shock-on-the-midlands-automotive-sector/
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Figure 2: Net cars by year versus trend (2001 to 2030) 

 

Source: DfT 

The total number of cars on UK roads may soon start to fall. The total number of 

cars on the road has stabilised after a long period of growth.  

Figure 3 shows that the total number of cars on the road in 1994 was 21.2 million by 

2004 it has risen by 27% to 27 million by 2014 the number rose by 10% to 29.6 

million by 2024 the number is expected to rise another 10% to 32.6 million. Our 

analysis suggests that over the next six years to 2030 that number will rise to 32.8 

million a meagre 0.7% rise. 

Figure 3: The total number of cars on UK roads 
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Source: DfT 

 

Growing share of cars are electric 

 

As demand for new cars is softening the type of vehicle being purchased is also 

going through a radical shift with the electric share of new purchases reaching 23.7% 

in 2023. To estimate whether this trend will continue analysis is conducted using a 

growth rate that decreases by a fixed factor over time. 

Figure 4 shows the findings of this analysis which suggests electric vehicles could 

make up 100% of all new car purchases by 2030 if the trend continues. This will 

please UK Government and industry that is pivoting towards electric drivetrains as 

the sole system come 2030. 

Figure 4: Share of new vehicles that are electric 

 

Source: DfT 

 

Policy context 

Reducing car dependency across the UK’s towns and cities presents significant 

economic, environmental, and social opportunities that outweigh the costs of 

maintaining a car-centric society. Shifting to a less car-dependent future requires 

strategic investment and planning to support sustainable growth, enhance public 

health, and align with national and international policy goals, such as the UK 

Government’s Net Zero 2050 target and the Paris Agreement. 

Economic Benefits  

Car-centric infrastructure places substantial pressure on local and regional budgets 

due to high maintenance costs for roads, parking, and traffic management. By 

reducing car dependency:   
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/net-zero-strategy
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/net-zero-strategy
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a808d33e5274a2e87dba754/EM_Paris_Ag.pdf
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• Local councils can reallocate funds towards improved public transport 

systems, affordable housing, and other critical services.   

• Regional productivity will rise with reduced traffic congestion, saving billions 

lost annually to delays and inefficiency.   

• Local economies will benefit from vibrant, pedestrian-friendly town centres 

that encourage spending at independent businesses rather than large, out-of-

town retail parks. 

Environmental Gains  

Road transport remains a significant contributor to the UK’s carbon emissions. A shift 

towards sustainable transport modes—such as public transport, cycling, and 

walking—will:   

• Reduce greenhouse gas emissions, helping the UK meet its climate targets.   

• Improve air quality, particularly in densely populated areas where pollution 

drives respiratory and cardiovascular illnesses, reducing NHS pressures.   

• Lower noise pollution, enhancing the quality of life in residential and urban 

areas.   

Social Advantages 

Reducing car dependency fosters healthier, more inclusive, and equitable 

communities by:   

• Supporting the development of walkable neighbourhoods that prioritise 

people over vehicles. Public spaces can be reclaimed for parks, community 

hubs, and recreational areas, strengthening social connections.   

• Ensuring equal access to services and amenities for all residents, including 

those without access to private vehicles.   

• Promoting active travel, such as cycling and walking, which has proven 

benefits for physical and mental health. 

 

Strategic Alignment 

While the upfront costs of investing in sustainable infrastructure may appear 

substantial, the long-term gains in public health, regional resilience, and 

economic diversification make it a necessary and forward-looking investment. 

With careful planning, UK regions can transition away from car dependency to create 

sustainable, inclusive communities that benefit residents, businesses, and the 

environment. 

By adopting policies that reflect global trends and local needs, regions can seize this 

opportunity to mitigate risks associated with the automotive transition while fostering 

a cleaner, healthier, and more economically vibrant future. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-matters-air-pollution/health-matters-air-pollution#:~:text=The%20Environmental%20Audit%20Committee%20has,quantify%20present%20and%20future%20morbidity.
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Regional context 

Automotive is important sector for the Midlands region employing 44,000 full time 

equivalent (FTEs) employees and with 1/3 of all cars produced in the UK built in the 

West Midlands. It is important to the future economy of the region to understand the 

trends in demand for one of its key areas of competitive advantage. 

 

There are opportunities 

• EV economy – estimates suggest EVs will see rising demand over the next 
decade. 

• Environment – fewer cars will mean lower emissions, reducing carbon 
footprints and lowering demand for fossil fuels. 

• Health – fewer vehicles on the road means less air pollution and more active 
travel is linked with improved health. 

• Wellbeing – Falling car dependency presents an opportunity to hand over 
space to people. Increasing the vibrancy of towns and communities.  

 

There are risks 

• Risk to industry - Falling demand for a key export of the region could have 
consequences for regional resilience and employment. 

• EV economy – There are concerns the domestic automotive market is ‘losing 
the race’ to produce competitive EV products with a ‘gigafactory gap’ stymying 
production. 

• Social Equity – The regions industrial composition will change in the face of 
falling demand for manufacturing labour. A failure to appropriately reskill and 
manage the transition will have strong negative impacts for groups within the 
region. 

 

Policy Recommendations 

To seize the opportunities and mitigate the risks of the “peak car” transition, regional 

policy must be proactive, forward-thinking, and aligned with long-term economic, 

environmental, and social goals. Below are key recommendations: 

1. Transport Infrastructure 

 

• Reprioritise Investments: Shift funding away from car-centric infrastructure 

projects and focus on sustainable, multi-modal transport systems. 

• Enhance Public Transport: Improve the affordability, reliability, and connectivity 

of public transport, particularly in underserved areas, to reduce car dependency. 

• Adopt Smart Mobility Solutions: Support digital initiatives such as real-time 

scheduling, integrated ticketing, and Mobility-as-a-Service (MaaS) platforms to 

enhance public transport uptake. 

 

2. Active Travel 

 

https://www.tfwm.org.uk/media/ds3ptul3/west-midlands-cav-prospectus-sept-2018.pdf
https://www.tfwm.org.uk/media/ds3ptul3/west-midlands-cav-prospectus-sept-2018.pdf
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• Expand Walking and Cycling Infrastructure: Invest in safe, dedicated cycling 

lanes, pedestrian-friendly zones, and traffic-calming measures. 

• Promote Health Co-benefits: Launch campaigns linking active travel to public 

health improvements, including reduced air pollution and enhanced physical well-

being. 

• Create Incentive Programs: Introduce subsidies or tax benefits for e-bikes, 

scooters, and cycling initiatives to encourage adoption. 

 

3. Just Transition for the Automotive Sector 

 

• Support EV Supply Chain Development:  

- Invest in gigafactories to close the “battery production gap” and 

strengthen the region’s position in the EV market. 

- Develop incentives for manufacturers and suppliers to pivot to EV 

components and battery technology. 

• Reskilling and Workforce Transition:  

- Partner with educational institutions and industry bodies to deliver 

targeted reskilling programs for workers transitioning out of ICE 

manufacturing. 

- Focus on skills in EV production, battery management, software 

engineering, and green technologies. 

• Diversify Regional Economies: Support innovation and investment in emerging 

sectors to reduce reliance on automotive manufacturing. 

 

4. Urban Redesign for Car-Free Spaces 

 

• Reclaim Public Spaces: Prioritise urban planning projects that repurpose roads 

and car parks for parks, community hubs, and recreational areas. 

• Pilot Low-Traffic Neighbourhoods: Implement and evaluate schemes that 

reduce through-traffic, improve safety, and enhance local vibrancy. 

• Encourage Mixed-Use Development: Promote development models where 

residential, commercial, and recreational spaces are within walkable distances, 

reducing car reliance. 

 

5.  Rural Transport Solutions 

 

• Support Rural EV Infrastructure: Fund the expansion of charging networks to 

ensure rural areas are not left behind in the EV transition. 

• Flexible Mobility Options: Introduce community transport schemes, car-sharing 

programs, and on-demand electric shuttle services to address rural needs. 

 

6. Climate, Health, and Economic Alignment 

 

• Incentivise Sustainable Transport: Implement congestion charges, low-

emission zones, or car-free days in urban centres to reduce vehicle usage. 

• Quantify Public Health Gains: Partner with health bodies (e.g., NHS) to 

measure and promote the health benefits of cleaner air and active travel. 

• Stimulate Local Economies: Invest in pedestrian-friendly high streets to support 

small businesses and local job creation. 
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7. Data-Driven Monitoring 

 

• Develop robust regional models to monitor car ownership trends, EV uptake, and 

transport mode shifts. 

• Use data to evaluate policy outcomes and adjust strategies to ensure alignment 

with climate and economic targets. 

Sources 

 

2020 shock https://blog.bham.ac.uk/cityredi/the-2020-shock-on-the-midlands-

automotive-sector/ 

 

Softening demand for EVs https://www.reuters.com/business/autos-

transportation/more-alarm-bells-sound-slowing-demand-electric-vehicles-2023-10-

25/ 

UK Government's Net Zero Strategy 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/net-zero-strategy 

UK legal commitment to net zero 2050 

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-

9888/#:~:text=Download%20full%20report-

,The%20UK%20is%20committed%20to%20reaching%20net%20zero%20by%20205

0,warming%20and%20resultant%20climate%20change. 

Paris Agreement obligations 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a808d33e5274a2e87dba754/EM_Pa

ris_Ag.pdf 

Air quality and NHS pressures https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-

matters-air-pollution/health-matters-air-

pollution#:~:text=The%20Environmental%20Audit%20Committee%20has,quantify%

20present%20and%20future%20morbidity. 
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