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Executive Summary 
 

Why we should increase the Congestion Charge for 
highly polluting vehicles 
 
Action is needed 

Four-wheel-drive vehicles (4x4s) are one of the 
fastest growing sectors of the car market. Sales in 
the UK have doubled in the last decade and rose 
by 13% in 2004 alone.  
 
These larger and heavier vehicles emit more 
pollutants than the typical family car, increasing 
our overall carbon dioxide emissions from cars 
and affecting air quality. 
 
In order to meet the Mayor’s target of a 20% cut 
in London’s carbon dioxide emissions by 2010, 
action is needed to reduce emissions from road 
transport, responsible for 20% of London’s 
emissions.  
 
A logical next step 

Introducing a higher charge for the most polluting 
vehicles is the next logical step to develop the 
Congestion Charge, which has already been 
extended in area and cost.  
 
The Congestion Charge is the primary lever 
available to the Mayor to put pressure on private 
car choices in London. 
 
Creating a new, higher rate of £20 for the most 
polluting cars would be likely to reduce the 
number of these vehicles being used in central 
London.  
 
It would apply the ‘polluter pays’ principle in a 
clear and practical way, setting an ambitious 
example to cities elsewhere and establishing a 
precedent that could be adopted by other areas 
that introduce congestion charging. 
 
A clear purpose 

Applying a higher congestion charge according to 
carbon dioxide emissions has a very clear 

rationale: to reduce the use of highly polluting 
cars and encourage the use of more fuel-efficient 
vehicles in London. 
 
A practical option 

An additional higher rate of Congestion Charge 
can be introduced by making a few simple 
modifications to existing administration and 
enforcement systems. 
 
A cost-effective change 

We calculate that any costs involved in changing 
the Congestion Charge scheme would be recouped 
within one month of normal operation of the new 
scheme.  
 
The higher charge would ultimately increase the 
revenue generated, providing more funds to 
improve walking, cycling and public transport.  

Our proposal in brief 
A new, higher daily rate for the 
Congestion Charge should be introduced 
for the most polluting vehicles. 
 
A vehicle would pay the higher charge 
based on either its registered carbon 
dioxide emissions (for newer cars) or its 
engine size (for older cars).  
 
This information is readily available 
within the DVLA’s information systems 
and is currently used to determine rates of 
Graduated Vehicle Excise Duty (GVED). 
 
A threshold should be chosen to target a 
sensible proportion of vehicles, and a clear 
rationale for charging the higher amount 
should be communicated when the new 
charging regime is implemented. 
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Introduction 
 
In 2004, the Mayor asked Transport for London to 
look into charging a higher rate of Congestion 
Charge specifically for big 4x4 vehicles.  
 
TfL responded with various practical difficulties 
that would stand in the way of targeting just this 
sector of vehicles.  
 
This report has been produced by the Alliance 
Against Urban 4x4s. It overcomes these 
objections and proposes a differential charging 
scheme based solely on carbon dioxide emissions. 
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1. Background 
 
1.1 Climate change and 
London 
London occupies a unique place in the worldwide 
climate change debate, as a city with one of the 
largest ecological footprints and as one of the most 
vulnerable cities to the effects of climate 
instability. 

 Sir David King, Chief Scientific Officer to the 
government, has warned that rising sea levels 
would hit low lying cities like London first, 
saying, “On current trends, cities like London, 
New York and New Orleans would be first to 
go”.[1] 

 The Thames Barrier, built to defend London 
from flooding, was raised 35 times in its first 
17 years of operation between 1983 and 1999. 
Since 2000, it has already been raised more 
than 50 times.[2] 

 The 2003 heatwave in Europe led to record 
temperatures in London and caused the deaths 
of 35,000 people across the continent.[3] 

 
London has the opportunity to provide a 
worldwide example by tackling climate change in 
positive, wide-ranging and inspiring ways. 
 
Road transport accounts for 20% of London’s total 
carbon dioxide emissions. Overall, London’s 
carbon dioxide emissions are projected to fall, but 
not by enough to reach the Kyoto target of a 12.5% 
cut by 2010.  Additionally, London will fall well 
short of meeting the Mayor’s more stringent target 
of a 20% cut by 2010.[4]  
 
In order to meet this target, the transport sector 
must urgently reduce its emissions by 10% 
relative to 2000 emissions.[4] 

 
1.2 4x4s and the market 
Four-wheel-drive vehicles are one of the fastest 
growing sectors of the car market. Sales in the UK 
have doubled in the past decade and, in 2004 

alone, the rise was 13%.[5] Almost every 
manufacturer now offers a 4x4 model.  
 
Big 4x4s are very poorly designed for fuel 
efficiency and road safety. The extra drive train 
needed for four-wheel-drive is combined with a 
huge engine and a large and high body. 
 
The rise of the big, tall 4x4 has also affected the 
rest of the car market, making other people feel 
more vulnerable and encouraging an ‘arms race’ 
which pushes other road users into bigger and 
heavier vehicles.  
 
In 2005, the Energy Saving Trust reported that 
average carbon dioxide emissions for all private 
cars were now 172 g/km and increasing.  
 
UK carbon dioxide emissions from cars are higher 
than the EU average and the UK is now very 
unlikely to achieve the 140 g/km target average by 
2008.[6,7] 
 
 

1.3 Impact of bigger, more 
polluting cars on air 
quality, road safety and 
congestion  
The increased use of bigger, more polluting cars in 
the UK has a much wider impact than just that 
associated with climate change - affecting air 
quality, road safety and congestion. 
 
 
Air quality 
Approximately 1,600 premature deaths are caused 
per year in London due to poor air quality.[8]  
 
The Mayor’s Air Quality Strategy states that, 
“Faster adoption of cleaner road vehicles is where 
the greatest opportunity for reducing emissions 
lies.”[8]  
 
The Mayor’s stated aim to accelerate the 
introduction of cleaner road vehicles is primarily 
being carried out by means of the 100% discount 
on the Congestion Charge for alternative fuel 
vehicles.  
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However, the fact that there is no differential 
between cleaner and more polluting petrol and 
diesel cars means that the minority who have 
adopted new technologies are being undermined by 
those choosing bigger and more polluting 
conventional cars. 
 

Road safety 
The Transport Research Laboratory released its 
annual report of deaths on Britain's roads in March 
2005, providing hard evidence that the growth in 
use of big 4x4s is helping to reverse an historical 
decline in road deaths. 2004 saw the highest 
number of road deaths in seven years.[5] 

The TRL blames the increasing mismatch between 
the size of vehicles on the road for the 1% rise in 
people killed in accidents in 2004. Passengers in 
'super minis' were 12 times more likely to be killed 
than people in a 4x4 when these vehicles collided.  

The principal factor causing these fatalities is the 
extra weight of the larger car, as well as its extra 
height, which can override the bumpers and side 
impact protection on the smaller vehicle, 

In October 2005, a British Medical Journal 
editorial called for health warnings on 4x4s after 
reviewing the evidence for the risks to pedestrians 
of different vehicle designs.[9] 
 
 
Congestion 
Larger cars have been shown to cause more 
congestion than smaller cars, through their size and 
the time needed for them to accelerate and move 
through junctions.[10] 
 
Anecdotal reports sent to the Alliance Against 
Urban 4x4s by drivers of smaller cars hint at other 
ways in which larger cars can cause traffic 
problems: 

 When a wide 4x4 meets another car in a 
narrow street, one vehicle must wait or reverse 
to let the other pass, whereas two ordinary cars 
would be able to pass each other. 

 When a wide 4x4 is waiting to turn right off a 
main road, often the space available on the left 
of the car is not sufficient for other vehicles to 
pass, holding up traffic on the main road. 

 A driver of an ordinary car, a motorcyclist or a 
cyclist, waiting to turn left onto a main road at 
a T-junction can have their view of oncoming 
traffic obscured by a tall 4x4 waiting to turn 
right. This may cause them to miss 
opportunities to join the main road and lead to 
congestion on the side road. 

 
1.4 The Congestion 
Charge in London 
The Congestion Charge is the most effective 
mechanism available to the Mayor to reduce car 
use and carbon dioxide emissions.  
 
When the Congestion Charge was introduced in 
February 2003, the Mayor was praised for his 
leadership in tackling the problems caused by 
traffic in London.  
 
An editorial in the British Medical Journal said, 
“While the government has been tinkering around 
the edges of the problem, Ken Livingstone with 
congestion charging has offered a more radical 
solution. Congestion charging tackles road danger 
at its source and is a refreshing change from the 
usual efforts to influence the behaviour of the 
potential victims of road traffic crashes. The 
scheme will no doubt meet with fierce opposition 
from the usual line up of vested interests but if it 
reduces deaths and injuries of pedestrians and 
cyclists, encourages walking, and reduces car use, 
then it will be a major public health reform, and 
Ken Livingstone will be to the walking classes 
what Edwin Chadwick was to the working 
classes.”[11] 
 
Since its launch, the Congestion Charge has proved 
to be very successful:[12] 

 reducing traffic levels within the charging zone 
by 15% 

 reducing congestion in the zone by 30% 

 reducing carbon dioxide emissions in the zone 
by 20% 

 reducing NOx and PM10 emissions from road 
traffic by 12% 

 reducing the number of road accidents in the 
zone by between 40 and 70 per year 

 increasing bus ridership by 46% over two years 
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 increasing the reliability of buses, reducing 
excess waiting times by 30% in the first year 
and a further 18% in the second year 

 increasing cycling into the zone by 30%. 
 
In July 2005, the daily charge was increased to £8 
and further benefits from this have yet to be 
recorded. However, it is likely that continuing to 
increase the basic charge incrementally will not 
have the same impact as the original introduction 
of the scheme. 
 
Creating a cost-differential for the most 
polluting cars is the next logical step for the 
Congestion Charge, in order to achieve 
additional benefits and set a real and 
progressive example to cities elsewhere. 
 

 
 

 
1.5 The Alliance Against 
Urban 4x4s 
The campaign of the Alliance Against Urban 4x4s 
(AAU4x4s) began in Summer 2004, when 
environmentalists and concerned citizens got 

together in North London to do something about 
the escalating number of 4x4s in their local area.  
 
The AAU4x4s has now grown into an international 
network of groups and individuals involved in 
direct action, public demonstrations, public 
engagement and lobbying.  
 
Our members have made numerous media 
appearances, helping to stimulate and inform a 
vigorous public debate on the problems caused by 
4x4s. We have also distributed more than 100,000 
mock ‘poor vehicle choice’ parking tickets across 
the country. 
 
Our principal mission is to act as an antidote to the 
adverts, peer pressure and celebrity endorsements 
that are pushing people into considering big 4x4s 
for use as nothing more than an urban family car, 
and to push for additional taxes and charges so that 
the polluter accepts more responsibility for the 
impact their choice has on the environment.  
 
Our petition, which has been signed by more than 
5,500 people, asks for the following: 

 Reform of road tax so that big 4x4s pay more 

 The creation of exclusion zones for 4x4s in 
urban areas 

 A ban on 4x4 adverts in the mainstream media 
on the grounds of public health 

 An increased Congestion Charge in London of 
£20 for the most polluting cars. 

 
This report expands upon the last point, outlining 
how the Mayor could increase the Congestion 
Charge for highly polluting vehicles.  
 
We are, in particular, responding to the Briefing, 
produced by TfL in 2004 after the Mayor’s request 
to investigate the possibility of making 4x4s pay a 
higher Congestion Charge.[13] 
 
We believe that it is time to revisit this issue, 
and will propose that all highly polluting 
vehicles should pay a higher Charge. 
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2. Evidence 
and support 
for increasing 
the cost of 
driving highly 
polluting cars 
 
Support for bigger financial penalties for driving 
highly polluting cars now comes from all 
quarters, including Department of Transport 
research, government advisory bodies, non-
governmental organisations, pressure groups and 
political parties.  
 
There is widespread evidence that public opinion 
is also solidly behind such measures, with only 
drivers of gas-guzzlers, the motor industry and 
their lobbyists opposed, for obvious reasons. 
 
The scale and range of this support is outlined 
below. 
 
 

2.1 Department of 
Transport research 
The report ‘Assessing the Impact of Graduated 
Vehicle Excise Duty – Quantitative Research’, 
prepared by MORI for the Department for 
Transport in June 2003, concluded that the 
current graduated scheme of vehicle tax does not 
offer a large enough incentive to encourage 
behavioural change.[1]  
 
Even with the new band G announced in the 
2006 March budget, the difference between the 
lowest and highest rated cars is now just £215 per 
year, with the difference between bands ranging 
from £20 to £60 per year.  

 
Surveying private car buyers, the MORI report 
found that a differential between bands of £150 
would be needed to persuade a majority of 
buyers to choose a lower emission car. 
 
The report also uncovered a core of buyers (28%) 
who said they would not change their choice of 
car even if the differential were even higher, at 
£300 or more. 
 
It is laudable that TfL and the Mayor are urging 
the government to increase the difference 
between GVED bands, and this is also one of the 
aims of the Alliance Against Urban 4x4s. 
However, the research shows that, even if this 
measure was introduced, some owners of highly 
polluting cars would require further measures to 
change their behaviour. 
 
 

2.2 Government advisors 
and advisory bodies 
Commission for Integrated Transport 
Professor David Begg, then Chairman of the 
Commission for Integrated Transport, said in 
June 2004 that people who drive off-roaders in 
cities ought to pay higher tax and congestion 
charges because, “they cause damage to the 
environment, create congestion and threaten the 
safety of other road users.”[2] 
 
In 2005 the Commission responded to a 
government consultation on climate change and 
transport and said, “Persuading motorists to 
'downsize' will be difficult in an environment 
where real motoring costs are not rising, 
particularly as larger or less fuel efficient 
vehicles are driven by higher income groups.”[3]  
 

Energy Saving Trust 
In 2005 the EST position paper ‘VED and 
Company Car Tax’ proposed increased 
differentials between GVED bands of £150 
(based on the MORI research conducted for DfT) 
and asked for an additional band (band G) to be 
created for cars with emissions greater than 210 
g/km of carbon dioxide.[4] 
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The paper also analysed the market for new cars 
and found that over 50% fell into the then top 
band F. The new level the EST proposed for 
band G (210 g/km) would have cut band F 
approximately in half, with 50% of band F 
vehicles falling into the new band. 
 

Sustainable Development Commission 
In June 2005 the Sustainable Development 
Commission went further, and proposed a revised 
system of GVED with a zero rate for vehicles 
emitting less than 100 g/km of carbon dioxide 
and a £300 difference between bands, rising to a 
top rate of £1,800 for vehicles in band F.[5] 
 
This point of view was reiterated in the SDC’s 
annual review published in December 2005, 
which said that one of their top 10 priorities was 
to see that “Car efficiency is financially 
rewarded. Vehicle tax discs are radically re-
banded to shift consumer demand towards 
energy efficient cars by 2009.”[6] 
 
 

2.3 Non-governmental 
organisations 
New Economics Foundation 
In November 2004 Andrew Simms, Policy 
Director of the NEF, argued in the New 
Statesman that 4x4s are as dangerous to health as 
tobacco and should be made to carry similar 
warnings, covering at least 30% of the car’s 
surface.[7] 
 
The warnings were proposed because the NEF 
does not believe that any level of taxation would 
be enough, “In London, Mayor Ken Livingstone 
has proposed a surcharge on vehicle excise duty 
for SUVs and a higher congestion charge. But 
drivers will probably just complain and pay. It's 
a problem that needs a more creative solution.” 

Greenpeace 
In March 2005 Greenpeace called for a new car 
tax band of £1000 for vehicles that emit more 
than 250 g/km of CO2, with farmers using 4x4s 
eligible for a rebate.[8] 
 

Greenpeace also proposed a zero rate of VED for 
clean, efficient vehicles and increased tax on 
petrol and diesel in order to encourage people to 
drive less and use cleaner cars. 
 
Since May 2005 Greenpeace has also been 
targeting the 4x4 manufacturers to urge them to 
do more to improve the fuel-efficiency of their 
vehicles. 
 
In March 2006 Greenpeace released a new report 
commissioned by the organisation from respected 
academic Dr Peter Wells of Cardiff University's 
automotive research centre. This report studied 
the problems of 4x4s in cities and called 
manufacturers ‘criminally irresponsible’ for 
making and marketing large 4x4s for urban 
use.[9] 

Friends of the Earth 
In November 2004 FoE called on the Chancellor 
to:[10] 
 introduce higher VED tax bands for 

environmentally damaging gas-guzzling cars 
like 4x4s and SUVs 

 bring in lower VED bands for greener cars 
 introduce more bands for the least fuel 

efficient vehicles 
 widen the difference between bands to a top 

rate of £500 and a bottom rate of £0. 

Transport 2000 
In July 2004 Transport 2000, reacting to reports 
that the Mayor planned to look into the 
possibility of doubling the congestion charge for 
4x4s, said that the increase was deserved because 
4x4s produced more pollution than many other 
cars and posed a danger to other road users.[11] 

Stephen Joseph, Director of Transport 2000, said, 
“These vehicles are unnecessary, polluting and a 
danger to other road users. They are the 
equivalent of driving a tank through the streets. 
Livingstone is brave to tackle what is in effect the 
arms race on the road.” 

2.4 Political support 
Liberal Democrats 
Liberal Democrat politicians have consistently 
called for action on 4x4s since 2003, particularly 
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Lynne Featherstone MP (formerly a member of 
the London Assembly) and Norman Baker MP 
(former Shadow Environment Secretary).  
 
The Liberal Democrats revised their tax policies 
in May 2006 to bring in many more measures 
based on the ‘polluter pays’ principle. These 
included radical revisions to vehicle excise duty 
and a new top rate of £2,000 for gas-guzzlers. 
 
A Parliamentary Early Day Motion (EDM 146), 
proposed by Norman Baker MP in May 2005, 
urges the Government to reform Vehicle Excise 
Duty to better reflect vehicle emissions, has so 
far received 80 signatures.  
 
 37 Labour MPs 
 33 LibDem MPs 
 5 Conservative MPs 
 5 MPs from Plaid Cymru, the SNP, the DUP 

and the SDLP 
 
Of these, 15 represent London constituencies.  
 

Green Party 
The Alliance Against Urban 4x4s has gained 
endorsement from numerous local Green Party 
groups who have taken part in Alliance activities, 
as well as from the Party’s leaders and elected 
representatives: 
 
 Jean Lambert MEP 
 Caroline Lucas MEP 
 Jenny Jones AM 
 Darren Johnson AM 
 Miranda leVey, Deputy Leader Wales Green 

Party 
 
London Assembly members Darren Johnson and 
Jenny Jones have consistently called for a higher 
Congestion Charge and reforms to road tax and 
fuel duty to encourage drivers to choose cleaner 
cars and use them less. 
 

2.5 Public support 
Opinion polls, surveys, phone/text polls and 
online questionnaires consistently find huge 
public support for measures to discourage urban 
4x4s. 

 Two-thirds of people were found to support 
higher taxes for 4x4s in an August 2004 
opinion poll carried out by YouGov.[12] 

 85% of people said urban 4x4s were ‘not 
suitable for the urban environment’ in a 
phone/text poll carried out by the Manchester 
Evening News in November 2004.[13] 

 72% of people responding to an online poll 
by the Hampstead and Highgate Express in 
October 2004 said that urban 4x4s were a 
‘dangerous nuisance’.[14] 

 In a street survey carried out by Manchester 
Friends of the Earth in March 2005, 83% 
supported double parking charges for urban 
4x4s and other highly polluting vehicles.[15] 

In January 2005, Greenpeace and the Alliance 
Against Urban 4x4s got together to poll 5,494 
Londoners. Polling volunteers carried clipboards 
labeled ‘Transport Survey’ and asked shoppers in 
central London whether they supported a higher 
congestion charge for highly polluting vehicles. 
 
The question asked was “Should gas-guzzlers 
like 4x4s pay a higher congestion charge than 
cleaner cars?” and 85% of people agreed.[16] 
 
Public support for action against 
urban 4x4s and other highly 
polluting vehicles 
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3. How we 
can increase 
the 
Congestion 
Charge for 
highly 
polluting cars 

3.2 Where to set the 
threshold 
The principal question when considering 
introducing a higher Congestion Charge band is 
where to set the threshold for the higher rate. The 
different proposed thresholds are discussed 
below. 

 
Potential thresholds for a higher 

Charge vs new car emissions for 2004 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Cars manufactured since 
2001 
Cars made after 2001 are currently charged under 
the GVED scheme on a sliding scale according to 
carbon dioxide emissions, with an extra band for 
the most polluting cars registered after 23 March 
2006.  
 
This means that the Driver and Vehicle Licensing 
Agency (DVLA) database holds figures on 
carbon dioxide emissions for these vehicles and 
that a higher charge can be applied using these 
figures. 
 
For cars made after 2001, we have considered 
three different levels of carbon dioxide emissions 
at which a higher Congestion Charge band could 
begin. 
 
The advantages and disadvantages of each are 
discussed below.

 
 

3.1 Our proposal in brief 
 
A new, higher daily rate for the Congestion 
Charge should be introduced for the most 
polluting vehicles. 
 
A vehicle would pay the higher charge based 
on either its registered carbon dioxide 
emissions (for newer cars) or its engine size 
(for older cars).  
 
This information is readily available within 
the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency’s 
information systems and is currently used to 
determine rates of Graduated Vehicle Excise 
Duty (GVED). 
 
A threshold should be chosen to target a 
sensible proportion of vehicles, and a clear 
rationale for charging the higher amount 
should be communicated when the new 
charging regime is implemented. 
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A) Above 185 g/km  
(corresponding to bands F and G within the current GVED scheme) 
Advantages Disadvantages 

Simplicity 
Threshold corresponds to that for the current GVED 
band F, so only tax band data needs to be obtained 
from DVLA for these cars. 

Easy for customers to understand 
Drivers would know from paying their tax what band 
their car was in, and whether they would have to pay 
the higher charge. 

Would include all the vehicles targeted by the 
Alliance Against Urban 4x4s 
Would also include a large number of other cars 

Over 50% of new cars in the UK fall into bands F and 
G,[1] and so this threshold would exert a lot of pressure 
on drivers to switch to more efficient cars. 

Would target a very high proportion of vehicles 
This might be seen as unfair. For example, many cars 
with multiple seats that are in fact clean ‘for their class’ 
would be included, giving large families little incentive 
to choose the cleanest vehicles for them.  

 

B) Above 225 g/km  
(corresponding to the new band G within GVED) 
Advantages Disadvantages 

Simplicity 
For the newest cars, this threshold corresponds to the 
new band G. However, for cars made before 2006, 
details of carbon dioxide emissions would be needed in 
addition to tax band data. 

Would include all the large 4x4s targeted by the 
Alliance Against Urban 4x4s 

It is an advantage that this excludes the very smallest 
4x4s, giving London drivers who do need to drive off 
road occasionally the opportunity to choose a cleaner 
model, such as the Honda CRV (~220 g/km). 

Would target a reasonably large number of cars 
Band G appears to have been set at a level where 
around 40% of band F cars would be included (see 
chart on page 12), so around 20% of new cars would 
be affected. 

Not as easy for customers to understand 
Because only the newest cars are eligible to be 
included in band G, drivers of older cars would need to 
discover their carbon dioxide emissions. However, 
providing an incentive for drivers to raise their 
awareness of the pollution associated with their cars 
could be seen as an advantage of this threshold. 

 

 

C) 250 g/km  
(the level proposed by the AAU4x4s when polling the public in 2005) 
Advantages Disadvantages 

Targets the worst polluters only 
All classes of vehicle have models available that emit 
less than 250 g/km of carbon dioxide, including 4x4s. 
Choosing this level would enable any driver, whatever 
their needs, to choose a vehicle that pays the lower 
charging rate. 

Will only target around 15% of cars 
This might send a signal that some highly polluting cars 
(e.g. those that emit 240 g/km or more) are acceptable, 
and would exert no pressure on these drivers to switch 
to a more efficient vehicle. 

Would not include some relatively large 4x4s 
This would reduce the benefits for road safety of a 
higher Charging rate for bigger cars. 
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Cars manufactured 
before 2001 
Cars made before 2001 are currently charged two 
rates of VED – a lower rate, (£110) for cars with 
engines less than 1549cc capacity, and a higher 
rate (£175) for cars with larger engines. 
 
 

 
 
 
As carbon dioxide emissions are not stored by 
DVLA for older vehicles, a threshold based on 
engine size would be needed, and we have 
considered two options. 
 
 

 

A) 1.6 litres (1549 cc) 
(current threshold for the higher rate of GVED for older cars) 

Advantages Disadvantages 

Simplicity 
Matches the VED scheme so only the current tax rate 
for a vehicle needs to be obtained from DVLA. 

Recognises air quality issues with older cars 
Setting the threshold at a relatively small engine size 
(many big family cars have engines larger than 1.6 
litres) would reflect the fact that older cars tend to run 
less efficiently and emit higher levels of pollutants such 
as NOx and unburnt hydrocarbons, than newer cars. 

Would include virtually all 4x4s 

Would target a very large number of older 
vehicles (approximately 50%)[2] 

This could be seen as unfair to large families who need 
the space, but lack the funds to buy a more efficient 
new car. 

 

 

  
 

B) 2.0 litres (1949 cc) 
Advantages Disadvantages 

Would better match the 225g/km and 250g/km 
levels for new cars 

In terms of carbon dioxide emissions, a 2-litre new car 
emits approximately 210–250 g/km. So setting the 
threshold at 2 litres would target the same kinds of 
vehicle models for both older and newer cars.  

Fairer 
This threshold would include all large 4x4s, but would 
not include so many of the older people carriers and 
estate cars that poorer families may own. 

A potential ‘loophole’ 
Depending on where the carbon dioxide threshold is set 
for newer cars, setting the level so high could provide a 
‘loophole’. For some models, it may give an incentive for 
people to buy an older vehicle which will be more 
polluting in terms of other chemicals. 

e.g. If a threshold of 185 g/km (band F) is chosen for 
newer cars, and 2.0 litres for older cars, people may 
choose to buy an older 1.8 litre car with higher emissions, 
rather than a new 1.8 litre car in band F, which would pay 
the higher rate. 

This ‘loophole’ effect would not apply if a 225 g/km or 250 
g/km threshold was set for newer cars. 
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3.3 Paying the 
differentiated charge 
Payments for the current Congestion Charge can 
be made in a number of ways. In addition, 
residents of the charging zone can register for a 
90% discount (for a minimum weekly payment) 
and disabled persons Blue Badge holders, people 
with cars that seat 9 or more people, and drivers 
of alternative fuel vehicles can register for a 
100% discount.  
 
Below we outline how paying the higher 
Charge could work for each of the different 
payment options. 
 
A note on DVLA data 
For enforcement purposes, every night, the 
DVLA database is already asked by TfL’s 
systems for the following data on all vehicles 
photographed in the Charging zone but not 
matched with TfL’s paid/exempt/discounted 
vehicle database for that day.[3,4] 
- Make 
- Model 
- Colour 
- Class 
- Name and address of the registered keeper 
 

 

Telephone customers  
(~17% of payments)[4,5] 

To check the correct charge is being paid at the 
time of payment, the call centre would have to be 
equipped to check the engine size or carbon 
dioxide emissions of each car with the DVLA 
database. 
 
According to TfL’s annual report for 2004,[5] 
recent improvements to staff training and 
systems at service provider Capita have included 
checking the validity of each vehicle registration 
number with the DVLA database in real time.  
 
Therefore minimal changes to the training and 
systems at the call centre would be required, with 
just a couple of items needing to be added to the 
data checked with DVLA (vehicle age and 

engine size/carbon dioxide emissions), plus one 
extra charging rate. 
 
Quality control, training and good management 
by Capita should be able to ensure that customers 
are not subjected to undue delays as a result of a 
new charging structure. Technically, any delay in 
retrieving the extra data from DVLA should be 
barely noticeable. 
 

Website customers  
(~27% of payments)[5] 
The website currently appears to check only the 
validity of the syntax of the vehicle registration 
number, and this system would need to be 
changed to query the DVLA database in the same 
way as the call centre systems. 
 
The website interface itself would need to be 
changed very little but, upon entering the 
registration number via the screen below, the 
system would need to query the DVLA data on 
vehicle age and emissions or engine size to 
establish which Charge is appropriate.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This may add a few seconds to the time needed 
to move to the next screen. Therefore a ‘holding’ 
screen may be needed, such as that used by 
thetrainline.com when searching Network Rail 
timetables and looking for seat availability with 
various train operating companies. 
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Customers registered for Fast Track payment of 
the Congestion Charge will only have to endure 
this wait once, as the system can be set up to 
store which level of charge they pay along with 
their other details. 
 

Payment by SMS text message  
(~21% of payments) or Interactive 
Automated Voice Response (~5% of 
payments)[5] 
In order to pay by SMS or Automated Voice 
Response, customers must first register their 
vehicle for Fast Track payment.  
 
Therefore, the correct charge will be determined 
at the time of registering and no further delays or 
complications will be encountered by customers 
using these payment options. 
 

Retail outlets/self service customers 
(~30% of payments)[5] 
We are not proposing that self-service or retail 
payment units should be changed to query the 
DVLA database in real time.  
 
Instead, because the current systems already 
allow for two different daily charging rates (one 
for residents of the zone and one for non-
residents) we are proposing just to add the higher 
rate to the options for each of these groups. This 
change to the payment software should be 
relatively unproblematic. 
 
We suggest that, under the amended scheme, 
drivers would be expected to know which 
Charge applies to their car and to pay the 
correct amount or face a penalty charge later. 
 
At present, residents of the zone paying at retail 
outlets and self-service units are also simply 
asked to declare that they should pay the lower 
resident rate. The system therefore operates on 
the basis of trust at the time of payment, 
combined with retrospective enforcement of 
penalties if people falsely claim to be residents.  
 
NB: This is in fact the way the whole system 
operates: there is nothing to prevent someone 
who has not paid the Congestion Charge from 
driving around central London all day. 

Residents of the zone  
(~16% of payments)[5] 
We propose that residents would also be entitled 
to a 90% discount on any higher charging rate. 
This would lead to two different residents’ rates, 
compared with the current single level.  
 
It would be relatively simple to assess the correct 
charge at the time of registering for the reduced 
residents’ rate. No further changes would be 
needed to the current system of charging for 
residents. 
 

Driver awareness 
It is anticipated that, for a short period when the 
higher charge is first brought in, many drivers 
will appeal against penalties on the grounds that 
they did not know which Charge was appropriate 
for their vehicle. 
 
There are a number of possible ways to mitigate 
this via information and procedures at the point 
of sale. 

 Encouraging drivers who are not sure which 
amount to pay to use the telephone service, so 
that they can discover the correct Charge 
before paying.  

 For people who must use the retail points or 
self-service units, drivers who are not sure 
could be encouraged to pay the higher charge 
and credits could automatically be allocated 
to the registration numbers of those who 
overpay.  

 A system giving ‘one chance’ to drivers 
before issuing a penalty charge could perhaps 
be used during the first few weeks. A letter 
could be sent instead of the penalty notice, 
stating clearly that the car is in the higher 
band, so that they can pay correctly next 
time. 

 
We believe that the introduction of a 
differentiated Charge would have more effect 
if also accompanied by a programme of 
communication that educated drivers and the 
general public about the effects on climate 
change of transport emissions and explained 
the importance of charging highly polluting 
cars more. 
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The messages communicated could include: 
 general public - promote as providing a better 

collective environment 
 other drivers - promote as aiming to reduce 

large vehicles that pose a threat to them 
 4x4 drivers - promote as a fair system based 

on the polluter-pays principle, and that it’s 
nothing personal, “London loves you, just not 
your car”. 

 
3.4 Enforcement 
This has been partly discussed when outlining 
changes to retail outlet and self-service payments 
in section 3.3, and will be further discussed in 
section 3.5, which considers the cost of changing 
the system.  
 
A new penalty, for ‘paying the wrong Charge’ 
would need to be created, and this would lead to 
extra training and work for enforcement staff, 
particularly during the introductory period.  
 
 
 

3.5 Costs involved in 
changing to the new 
system 
 
Changes that would incur costs include the 
following. 
 

Changes to back-end systems 
 DVLA enquiry costs would be incurred, in 

order to discover carbon dioxide emissions, 
engine size or taxation class. This new data 
would be used to determine charging rates in 
advance and to check that vehicles had paid 
the correct charge at the end of each day.  

 The data held by TfL’s systems would need 
to be updated with this information at least 
daily from DVLA. 

 Several back-end systems used by TfL would 
require amendment. As most of these systems 
already account for a different rate for 
residents, it is hoped the changes could be 
incorporated relatively simply.  

 These systems include:[3] 

o Finance sub-system (to record the 
higher payments) 

o Bulk printing system (for issuing charge 
certificates and PCNs to customers) 

o Merchant Acquirer service interface 
(for authorising payments) 
 

Changes to payment processes 
 For website payments, the DVLA data held 

by TfL would need to be consulted to 
establish the correct charge.  

 Customers registered for Fast Track payment 
could have this information stored in their 
records, which would speed up the process 
for the customer, and reduce the load on 
TfL’s systems. 

 For retail outlets/self-service units, live 
queries of the DVLA data would not be 
required, but the interfaces would have to be 
adapted to charge four different rates instead 
of the current two (for residents and non-
residents of the zone). 

 Telephone payment systems already consult 
the DVLA database to verify registration 
numbers, but some changes would be needed 
to systems within the call centre to determine 
charging rates. In addition, training would be 
required to familiarise call centre staff with 
the new systems. 

 

Changes to enforcement processes 
 A penalty charge would have to be enforced 

for paying the incorrect charge via a retail 
outlet or self-service unit (if lower than 
appropriate) in addition to the current penalty 
charge for non-payment.  

 Alterations to enforcement procedures would 
incur similar development costs to those for 
payment processes, including changes to the 
system to obtain more data from the DVLA. 

 A larger than usual number of penalties may 
need to be issued in the first few weeks and 
should be issued promptly, which may also 
involve temporary extra costs.  

 



     

18 

Cost estimate 
Tfl’s Briefing of August 2004 estimated that 
changes to enable systems to discover whether a 
car was an ‘inappropriate’ SUV would cost 
around £1 million initially, plus ongoing 
“significant DVLA enquiry and operational 
costs” which were not estimated.[6] 
 
There would also be costs involved in obtaining a 
Major Variation Order and carrying out a 10-
week consultation, which are both mentioned as 
necessary in the Briefing. It is not clear whether 
TfL’s estimate included these costs or not.  
 
If not, then a better estimate of the initial cost 
may be £2 million, although TfL would need to 
give a more detailed account of the costs 
involved than this report can provide. 
 
£2 million? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.5 Revenue increase 
from the new system 
The number of vehicles paying the higher charge 
would depend on the threshold chosen.  
 
Some estimates of the extra annual revenue that 
might be raised for each threshold are given 
below, using only the new car market to estimate 
these amounts, for simplicity.  
 

Deterrent effect 
The purpose of introducing a higher charging 
rate is to deter residents from buying high-
emission vehicles, and encourage those 
driving into the zone who have a choice of 
vehicle to use their least polluting car.  
For residents, an increase from £8 to £20 in the 
basic charge for their vehicle would mean an 
approximate increase of £300 pa in their 
discounted charge. This is approximately 
equal to an increase in the differential between 
GVED bands of between £50 and £100.  
The MORI survey conducted for the DfT found 
that, at these differentials, 33% and 47% of 
people, respectively, would consider buying a 
cleaner car.[7] A reasonable estimate of the 
maximum deterrent effect may therefore be 
40% for residents, and possibly less for those 
who would only have to pay occasionally. 
To be conservative about the effect on 
revenue, a figure including a high 40% 
deterrent rate has been provided in addition to 
the raw revenue estimate. 

 
Estimated annual revenue increase 
for different emissions thresholds 
(see calculations below) 
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Revenue calculations 
 

(derived from 2004 payment data in [5] and assuming an £8 standard charge) 

 

 

3.6 Other benefits of 
deterring highly 
polluting cars from the 
Charging zone 
While it is impossible for this report to 
estimate accurately the effects on air quality, 
congestion and other measures of a 
reduction in highly polluting cars entering 
the zone, significant extra benefits could be 
anticipated. 
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185 g/km 

(current band F) 
225 g/km 

(new band G) 
250 g/km 

 
% of cars affected ~50% ~20% ~15% 

Number of ‘outsider’ car 
payments affected 
annually (includes private 
and fleet cars) 

11.5 million 4.6 million 3.4 million 

Number of resident car 
payments affected 
annually 

2.0 million 0.8 million 0.6 million 

Annual revenue increase 
for ‘outsider’ cars 

£138.0 m £55.2 m £40.8 m 

Annual revenue increase 
for resident cars 

£2.4 m £1.0 m £720,000 

Raw estimate of total 
annual revenue increase 

£140.4 m £56.2 m £41.5 m 

Annual increase with 
~40% deterrent effect 

£84.2 m £33.7 m £24.9 m 
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4. Responses 
to objections 
raised by TfL 
in the 2004 
Briefing 
 
“May be seen as arbitrary” 
“Conceptually unclear” 

Introducing a higher congestion charge for cars 
with the highest carbon dioxide emissions is a 
clear concept for drivers to understand. It is a 
logical complement to the current scheme of 
GVED and would be a further inducement for 
people to choose cleaner cars.  
 
 
“Could be seen as stigmatising a 
specific vehicle category/owner 
type and limiting freedom of 
choice” 

By basing the higher charge on carbon dioxide 
emissions, the rationale is obvious and would not 
be seen as targeting any particular type of vehicle 
or owner type other than on the grounds of 
efficiency. Any car, such as a smaller 4x4, that 
was not a ‘gas-guzzler’ as defined by the cut-off 
point would be a choice for people wishing to 
pay the lower charge. For those who were willing 
to pay the higher charge, large 4x4s would of 
course still be available. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

“Opposition of the AA and other 
motoring organizations” 

Numerous polls and surveys have shown that the 
general public would be substantially behind this 
change, so it is likely that the consultation 
exercise would produce decisive enough results 
to override the concerns of motoring interest 
groups. 
 
 
“Expensive to implement scheme, 
particularly in the short-term” 

We have estimated the initial costs of changing 
the scheme to be around £2 million, based on 
comments and figures in the 2004 Briefing by 
TfL. However, the additional revenue generated 
from higher charge payments would pay back 
these expenses quickly.  
 
We estimate the break-even time to be less than 
one month of normal operation of the 
differentiated charge.  
 
Payments of the higher charge would bring in a 
net increase in revenue after this, which would be 
available for further improvements in public 
transport.  
 


