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The Independent Transport Commission (ITC) was recently invited by the Department for Transport to speak 
at the inaugural session of their internal Transport Practitioners Group, which provides their staff the 
opportunity to challenge the thinking of people within the Department and create awareness of the wider 
implications of transport planning. Commissioner Peter Headicar of Oxford Brookes University spoke about 
his ITC Occasional Paper, “Traffic and Towns: The Next 50 Years” that was released in January 2015.  
 
Peter Headicar began by introducing the ITC and our major research streams to the DfT, and delved into his 
presentation on his Traffic and Towns report. Introducing Sir Colin Buchanan and his seminal report Traffic 
in Towns (1963), Peter noted that Buchanan looked to American cities for examples of how motorisation 
could lead to endless suburban sprawl. Instead he argued that in the British context we should adhere to our 
relatively compact towns and link the planned level of motorized accessibility to the amount of urban 
redevelopment we were prepared to accept and pay for in order to accommodate satisfactorily the resulting 
traffic volumes.  
 
In subsequent decades extensive redevelopment, including the construction of urban motorways, came to be 
rejected in the UK and a period of ‘counter-urban’ population shift set in. Planning policy contributed to this 
by imposing green belts tightly around many cities, preferring instead a form of ‘nucleated sprawl’ whereby 
the bulk of new residential development was redirected to the edge of nearby smaller towns, citing central 
Oxfordshire as a prime example. He suggested that this policy had contributed to the creation of de facto 
urban motorways within wider ‘city regions’, but with the efficiency of the longer-distance routes 
compromised by the plethora of essentially ‘local’ journeys.   
 
It is certain that there has been a significant growth in urban populations in recent decades, which has 
brought about a ‘city renaissance’ in many places; however, counter-urban forces remain in play as well. 
Peter noted that this spatial differentiation is significant as far as future levels of car ownership and use are 
concerned. Within larger, more dynamic cities population growth implied significant densification and a 
virtuous spiral of more sustainable travel. This contrasted with continuing increases in car dependence 
elsewhere in less urbanized areas. However, across city regions these two worlds co-existed and functioned 
interdependently. Hence in relation to both national and local policy it was necessary to consider how these 
contrasting trajectories might be reconciled.    
 
One delegate questioned what the lesser evil is: planning for transport or constraining urban form? Peter 
noted that the issue of house price gradients which prevail in more pressurized areas actually plays a critical 
role in answering this question. There is a juxtaposition between living where you can afford, and living 
where you have access to places you need, especially work. We are now in an era of devolution where 
locally-defined solutions will play a more crucial role, and Peter suggested that a planned and structured 
system framed at a sub-regional level would be needed to address contemporary issues in land use and 
transport planning. We need a framework that thinks beyond the 5-year election cycle.  
 
Peter Headicar’s presentation was popularly received and has helped to launch the Transport Practitioners 
Group while creating greater awareness of different thinking about transport planning within the DfT. 
 
You can find Peter Headicar’s “Traffic and Towns” paper here: http://www.theitc.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2015/01/ITC-Occasional-Paper-6-Traffic-and-towns-January-2015-ebook.pdf  


