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his morning I read a most amazing

piece of news. It claimed that

every morning during the rush-
hour London is the place in the UK which
has the lowest per capita carbon emission
readings. This is the London which we
all know from our textbooks is one of
the world’s most smog-affected cities,
the London of “Orphan in the Foggy
Metropolis” (Oliver Twist). How can this
be?

Well one of the answers is the
increasing use of public transport as
people realise the absolute pointlessness
of driving to work in private cars
which are much slower, much less
environmentally friendly and, in the era
of congestion charges and surcharges
for “gas guzzlers”, certainly far more
expensive. The use of the money raised
from the charges on cars has been used
to improve and expand the underground
train system and to put on more low-
emission buses. In a city which sees an
influx of commuters who outnumber the
resident population at least two to one
the local government has realised long
ago that private cars are the problem
not the solution and adopted many
sensible policies to deal with this of
which the chief one is, of course, to make
public transport a viable and attractive
alternative.

However, in the last couple of years
an even more dramatic initiative has
produced quite dramatic results. This is
the movement spearheaded by the Mayor
of London to encourage as many people
as possible to cycle or walk to work. This
is publicized as being great for the health
of ordinary people but also wonderful
for the health of the environment.
Employers are urged to encourage their
employees to consider changing their
habits and their life-style and many make
a contribution to the fight against global
warming by paying a bonus to their staff
when they buy a bicycle. There are also
schemes where London residents can
apply for a grant from the local authority
to help them with the cost of buying a

Lessons from London

new bike. There are also publicly owned
bicycles that can be hired at various
places.

It may seem that these attempts to curb
the carbon will make little impression
on a nation I love with their cars, but
in fact the results have been impressive
so far. On any busy street in London
these days you can see people dressed
like something from the Tour de France
cycling to work with their business suit
in their backpack. They ride confidently
through the traffic knowing that they
are the pathfinders of a new era. You will
also see many commuters taking a thirty-
minute walk from the main-line station
where they disembark from the suburbs
to their office building rather than
waiting for a bus or catching a taxi. The
campaign to turn London into a cycling
city which only started in earnest last
year is proving a remarkable success. It
is claimed that on some routes in the city
bicycles now outnumber cars.

The influence of the cycling frenzy
spreads out along the commuter tracks
from central London to the dormitory
towns from where the commuters come.
At each station now you will find a
special parking shelter for bikes which
is usually full, while the very expensive
parking spaces in the station car parks
are becoming more and more deserted.
The healthy and carbon zero option of
a 15-20 minutes cycle run instead of a 5
minute car trip to the station is becoming
increasingly popular. Parents are
beginning to walk their children to and
from school instead of driving them there
and sitting with engines running and
exhaust fumes polluting the atmosphere.
Today I saw a father on his bike heading
off to catch the train to work escorting
his two young children who were heading
for school on their scooters.

Of course the economic crisis and
especially the rocketing costs of petrol
and diesel are bound to play a large
part in the decision of so many people
to reduce their use of the pri\}ate cars.
However, there are other reasons too.
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Improving the safety of cyclists has
been a major contributory factor. The
provision of dedicated cycle lanes and
strictly enforcing regulations designed
for the safety of all road users so as
to moderate the sometimes selfish
behaviour of car and truck drivers
has been a very important incentive
for cyclists. At the same time properly
organised training for cyclists so that
they also behave in a sensible and safe
manner helps to prevent accidents and
avoid confrontation between cyclists and
other road users.

It seems quite remarkable that such a
transformation should have taken place
in such a relatively short time. As cities all
over the world wrestle with the problems
of traffic congestion and governments
struggle to reduce the emission of carbon
dioxide and other noxious gases which
are rapidly destroying the environment,
it is quite ironic that a city with a
reputation as one of the smog capitals
of the world should be providing such a
striking example of a alternative scenario.

No two cities are the same far less any
two countries. Solutions which seem
to work in one place may be of no use
whatsoever in another environment and
society. Nevertheless, there are surely
some lessons for politicians everywhere
who are responsible for transport and for
the environment to draw from London’
s brave and so far successful experiment.
It would be interesting to see how
successful congestion charges would be
in solving traffic problems. It would be
even more interesting to see more people
using and having access to modern public
transport. Most interesting of all would
be to see citizens in cities worldwide
using their bikes or their legs instead of
their cars.

China used to be the nation of the
bicycle while now it is the nation of the
traffic jam. London used to be the city of
smog while now it is the city of the bike.
Perhaps there is a lesson for us all there.
Should we not investigate it further?
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