Lessons Learned from International Experience in Congestion Pricing
How London, Stockholm and Milan among other cities have achieved success

Background
Cities are currently facing many challenges related to transport and mobility. The economic and
environmental topics such as air pollution, congestion, traffic accidents and loss of productive time are
frequently brought up within the context of sustainable, smart cities. Most cities are struggling with
how to manage increasing congestion and some have introduced urban access restraints, a congestion
charge or other road pricing mechanisms to try to address this. The most used mechanisms are a low
emission zone (LEZ) restricting access of vehicles based on age and pollution levels and bridge tolls.
Some 250 cities in Europe and elsewhere have these covering all or a part of the town or city and LEZs
are being introduced more quickly than congestion charge areas. This concept has been expanded
into more specific bans on diesel vehicles (cars, trucks and vans) with 15 major cities now banning
their access according to age and emission levels. These include London, Madrid, Paris, Berlin and
Brussels. The main difference between a LEZ and a ban is that in the former you may choose to pay
the fine as many times as you wish or can afford to, while the second has a restriction on how many
times the vehicle can enter and thus how many times you can pay the fine.

The objective of congestion pricing is to use a pricing mechanism to make drivers more conscious of
the costs that they impose upon others when consuming road space, and forcing them to pay for
the additional congestion and negative externalities they create. This encourages the redistribution of
the demand in space and/or in time and when linked with environmental arguments makes users
more aware of the impact of their transport use on the environment. London and Milan are the
leaders in both congestion and environmental charging.
This White Paper provides an overview of cities that have implemented such schemes, identifying
lessons learned and communications strategies that could be transferred to other cities. In addition, it
includes a review of cities that are currently or may have considered such schemes in the past, with a
view to adding their experience to this guidance. It is based on a literature review and a number of
semi-structured interviews with city representatives and academics who have been deeply involved
either with the implementation of schemes or have studied them. A list of the interviews is available
as an annex.

Cities With Urban Road Pricing Programmes
Singapore is the historic leader in congestion pricing, with the first scheme introduced in 1975. At that
time, the Area Licensing Scheme (ALS) pricing system consisted of a numbered sticker placed on the
car windshield and agents at all the main entry points randomly checking vehicles. It was very simple
for people to understand - cars with only one or two people in them were charged $1 (US) every time
they crossed a line entering Singapore's central business district during the peak morning period while
vehicles with three or more people and trucks were exempt. Violations were costly and vehicle
impounding was not uncommon. This was financially painful as even in those days Singapore levied
some of the highest auto import duties in the world.
The northern cities of Oslo (1988), Trondheim and Bergen introduced tolls and fees to enter parts of
the city in the 1980s but it was not until London introduced its congestion charge in 2003 that people
considered this mechanism feasible politically or believed it could be implemented as a viable
financing mechanism. Indeed, the majority of European urban road pricing systems were introduced
over one decade (London, UK in 2003, Stockholm, Sweden in 2006, Milan, Italy in 2012 and
Gothenburg, Sweden in 2013). All of these are capital cities, except Gothenburg. There are also some
smaller cities that have introduced a charge such as Durham, a historical city in the north of England,
Znojmo, Czech Republic and Valetta, Malta but these have not been reviewed as the city and
congestion charge zone are small and the cases are usually quite specific (i.e., based on the local
context). Typically, all schemes are cordon pricing schemes applied to central city areas during working
days and most share features such as the use of similar technologies (i.e., cameras automatically
recognizing car plates). Additionally, they were all put in place with the same objective: to reduce
congestion and induce travel behavior changes by increasing the car trip cost in comparison with
other travel modes. All schemes show the deterrent effect of the charge, as measured on travel
behavior changes, and they all provide a source of revenue that can be re-invested into the local
transport system.
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Mechanism

Time to prepare for CC
Vehicle trips reduction

Singapore London

Stockholm

Milan

Gothenburg

ALS1 - 1975
ERP- 1998
GPS ERP 2017
13 years for
1st ERP

CC - 2003
LEZ - 2008
ULEZ - 2018

LEZ - 1996
CC - 2007

LEZ - 2008
CC - 2012

CC - 2013

3 years

4 years

2 years for
Eco pass
(LEZ)
34%

9 years

44% in 1975
30% charged
22%
15% GPS ERP 16% all trips
Net income (annual)
USD 100m
USD 230m
USD 100m
USD 20m
GHG reductions CO22
14% CO2
17% CO2
15% CO2
22% CO2
Table 1: Author’s elaboration based on findings and the report Seattle Congestion Price Study3.

12%
USD 90m
2.5% CO2

Case Studies
The following cities have implemented congestion charging and are considered to be of the most
interest.

London
Congestion charge in the central area was first studied in the early 1970s but it did not get much
attention as there was significant spare capacity on public transit at that time. However, the discussion
and debate on congestion charge continued and were further developed over time because of the
rapid population growth, the growing concerns about traffic congestion and environment
deterioration in London. As a result, London City was authorized in the 1990s to introduce congestion
charge and given the ownership of the revenues. In 2000, Ken Livingston the first elected rather than
appointed Mayor of London implemented a congestion charge scheme to central London in February
2003. This was done after a long and extensive public consultation and overcoming numerous political
and legal challenges, including being taken to court by Westminster Council (an influential and rich
district) that it would disadvantage citizens living in this borough, which was outside of the zone, from
education and health care facilities. This challenge was overcome on a point of law and as the Mayor
had been given new and extensive powers over transport. Because the mayor had established the
support of most of the business communities and the financial district where the charge would be
implemented, he moved forward with the scheme. This was also helped by the fact that he was not
affiliated with any political party.
Although the congestion charge in London was initially criticized by different stakeholders and interest
groups for its ‘negative impact on economy’, a survey on a business group which accounted for 22% of
the city’s GDP, found that the majority (over 90%) of the members felt either no impact or positive
Area Licencing Scheme that charged drivers entering a specific area, and a precursor to the ERP Electronic Road Pricing
Scheme.
2 These figures are indictive rather than absolute as the measurement may not have been implemented with the exact same
parameters – but they are included to show that in all cases the congestion charge has resulted in a reduction in emissions
(CO2). If this is the case it is also likely that other pollutants were also reduced resulting in improved air quality.
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impact on their business, and only 9% reported negative impact on their business (Litman 2006).
Furthermore, the level of acceptability towards the charge increased from about 40% before the
congestion charge scheme to above 50% eight months after its introduction.
There was also a high level of awareness of the problems traffic congestion was causing. A 1999
ROCOL survey showed that 90% of residents thought there was too much traffic in the capital and that
they were concerned about air pollution. Forty-one percent of the survey participants also believed
that the best way for funding the public transport improvement in London was through congestion
charge. A consultation on congestion charging carried out by Transport for London (TfL) for the Mayor
in July 2000 found that six times as many of 400 key “stakeholders” supported the concept of a central
London congestion charge as opposed it.
The concentration of power in the hands of the Mayor meant that other “local” political concerns
were given less importance and resources could be concentrated on the implementation of
congestion charging4. Legislation permitted the Mayor to have the final decision on whether to
implement congestion charging or not in, without reference to a higher level of government or to
political preferences. In addition, no sustained and organized opposition to the proposal emerged that
could speak with a credible voice.
Six target groups were identified that would require different approaches: Londoners, drivers
(frequent and infrequent), exemption and discount groups, fleets with over 25 vehicles, ethnic
minorities, and overseas visitors. The creative strategy focused on the need to do something about
congestion in the capital – something most people agreed on. The campaign aimed to make people
realize that the charge was inevitable5 and everyone needed to think about whether and how it would
affect them. Each group was targeted through a large-scale TV, direct mail, outdoor, radio and online
campaign, as well as live events. The first wave of work explained that the charge was coming, the
second gave more details, and the third targeted exempt drivers. After the initial TV ads, copy-heavy
press and posters were prioritized to give the maximum amount of information. Ads included
promotion of a PayPoint logo to encourage people to pay in shops.
The first wave of TV and poster advertisements (October 2002) told people the charge was coming. It
was followed by a campaign using the same media giving the facts - the cost, that it would only apply
from 7am-6:30pm on weekdays, and the location of the boundaries. This reassured many people that
they would only have to pay if they crossed these boundaries. Running in tandem was a direct
marketing drive to encourage disabled drivers and residents to pre-register for discounts. Disabled
drivers, used to claiming entitlements, responded well, but it took three mailings before a significant
number of residents within the zone realized they had to take action to claim their discount.
A separate campaign reminded people of the alternative methods of transport they could use to avoid
paying the charge. This was important, as part of the idea of the charge was to encourage greater use
of public transport and TfL promoted their Journey Planner on its website, which gave travelers
various options on different forms of transport for making any given journey across the capital.
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KTA: Lessons Learned from International Experience in Congestion Pricing Final Report (August 2008)
Compared to Stockholm where it was introduced to the public as a temporary measure.
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In the few weeks before the charge was introduced, TfL erected permanent signs on roads
approaching the zones. It attached temporary signs to them to warn drivers the charge was imminent
and that the signs heralded the boundaries. The night before, these stickers were removed to leave a
sign that informed drivers they were about to enter the zone. At the same time, the bus and
underground services were upgraded.
Three hundred thousand fast-track applications were received before the launch date, 50,000 more
than TfL had aimed for. The payments objectives were also reached - on average, 34% payments by
telephone, with 37% going into shops and 22% using SMS. Administration of the charge was widely
regarded as smooth from the start, mainly because people already knew whether they would be
affected and what to do if they were6.
The TfL and the mayor himself did an excellent job of engendering trust through open
communications, a clear and well-composed presentation of the problem and the proposal, and the
development of high-quality communication tools, including a highly effective website. Although
difficult to establish, it is estimated that at least 12m GBP was spent on communications.
London’s congestion charge succeeded because it had a clear and convincing premise, and it was just
one part of larger efforts to improve travel across all forms of transport in the city. The case for
congestion charging was simple: the charge would reduce traffic in the city center and generate funds
to reinvest in improving public transport services.
However, efforts to expand the zone have not to date been successful but London has one of the
strictest and largest LEZ and a more stringent Ultra Low Emission zone area. In the current Mayor’s
2018 Transport Strategy, four out of every five trips through the city should be made by public
transport, cycling or walking by 2040 – up from two-thirds today. The congestion charge will be kept
under review, but the strategy hints that it could be merged with the city’s Low Emission and Ultra
Low Emission Zones (started in 2019), which offer reductions for low-emission vehicles.

Reasons for London’s Success:
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Extensive stakeholder targeting, outreach and engagement
Tangible improvements to alternatives implemented on the same day as the charge (such as
200 new buses and new services introduced).
High levels of public acceptability with key communities (such as the business and financial
communities) in the city.
Few residents lived in the area.
A robust and clear communication strategy and messaging (especially for the time)
The conviction by citizens and the Mayor that this would be good for London, rather than the
academic advice that supported the consent in theory, but considered it to be political
suicide7.

https://www.esmap.org/sites/default/files/esmap-files/London%20Final%20edited.pdf

This was later proved to be untrue as the Mayor was re-elected with a higher majority for a second term after the
congestion charge had been successfully implemented. He lost the third election, but the new Mayor did not remove the
congestion charge once he came to power.
7
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•

Strong political commitment and leadership from the Mayor as well as implementation early
in the Mayor’s term of office.

Stockholm
A congestion charge system for Stockholm was proposed and abandoned politically over two decades.
The topic was first suggested in 1991, but due to political alliances and changes it was abandoned. It
was not until the local Green Party won sufficient seats in the 2002 national election that real support
for it was established, forcing the local Social Democrat Mayor to go against her campaign promise
and pilot a system. The zone now covers 35km², capturing two-thirds of the city’s residents in a
scheme with varying charge levels depending on the time of the day.
A full-scale, seven-month trial was conducted from January to July 2006 and a comprehensive
investigation followed to determine the levels of acceptability with the public and other main
stakeholders. This showed that residents living within the charging zone, (mainly college-educated, of
a working-age, or believed time savings from the toll system) were more favourable towards the
congestion charge scheme. In contrast, residents who were immigrants, resided outside of the
charging zone, were male or paid more for the congestion charge system were less likely to favour the
system. This helped to explore the relationships and factors relating to travel behaviours and decision
making.
Interestingly, the public acceptance of the congestion charge in Stockholm changed after the trial
(Eliasson et al. 2009; Schuitema et al. 2010). Specifically, in 2005 prior to the pilot, 55% of residents
said that implementing a congestion charge scheme was a “very or rather bad decision.” However, in
April 2006 after the first few months of the pilot, 53% of residents said that the trial was a “very or
rather good decision.” Public attitudes have become increasingly positive over the subsequent years,
going from two-thirds against the charges to more than two-thirds in favor of the charges. The
acceptance increases were driven by the visible benefits (e.g., less congestion, more parking spaces)
induced by the scheme, which appeared to be larger than those expected by the residents. The value
of these benefits appeared to be of higher value for participants than the cost. Encouraged by the
success of the trial as well as the widely discussed success of the London congestion charge scheme
prior to the Stockholm experiment, the city adopted the congestion charge system after a positive
referendum in 2007.
Mayor Billström framed the congestion charging policy in the communications as an ‘experiment’ (not
a permanent measure) on which local citizens would vote, therefore allowing them the final say on
their city’s transport future. This helped to keep open the possibility that a permanent congestion
charge might ultimately be rejected by a majority of voters, but conversely, it also helped to solidify
public support, as people were able to see the difference before the pilot and after. The price was not
very high but it was enough to make people change their behaviour (and the Stockholm public
transport system is dense, reliable and affordable).
A recent study8 of Stockholm’s air quality after the implementation of its congestion charge show a 5
to 15% decrease in pollution.
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The Stockholm experience showed that citizens self-interest and belief in the charges’ effectiveness
strongly affected their attitudes as they did not believe that the charge would have the impacts
promised. This shift in attitudes helped in the public and political reframing of the congestion pricing
over time. Additionally, self-reported changes in behavior and attitudes considerably underestimated
the actual changes as about three-fourths of the decrease in car trips and more than half of the
change in attitudes seem to have gone unnoticed by respondents, ex post (Eliasson)9.

Reasons for Stockholm’s Success:
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

Structuring public engagement helped to solidify administrative legitimacy and widen support
for a controversial policy.
London had introduced their congestion charging sucessfully prior to the Stockholm pilot.
The timing of the referendum was carefully orchestrated to maximize the potential for
success.
Public transport improvements and parking restrictions were implemented prior to the trial
helping to ensure that there was capacity on transit and that people reflected on entering the
zone if they knew they would have to pay for parking.
The new bus services and subway cars indicated to voters that they were not just being taxed
further, but that the city transport system was improving with the charge.
During the trial, the city ran a public outreach and education campaign that communicated in
clear and accessible terms the trial’s purpose, how it would work and the expected tangible
benefits.
Studies are now showing that the charge has helped improve air quality leading to significant
health benefits, especially in children,

Milan
Milan is the only city in the world in which a pollution charge was a precursor for the introduction of a
congestion charge. The ECOpass pollution charge was introduced in 2008, in a small area in central
Milan. The scheme was upgraded to a congestion charge in 2012, following the results of a bottom-up
referendum. The referendum was approved by 79.1 % of voters, in stark contrast with the experience
of other cities where voters turned down charging schemes (e.g., Edinburgh, Manchester) or were
barely decisive (e.g., Stockholm where only 51% of voters were in favor of introducing a congestion
charge scheme). The referendum also included requesting a plan of action to enhance public transport
and alternative mobility, as well as extending the charge to all vehicles (except those with zero
emission) and the progressive widening of the area subjected to the pricing.
For these reasons, this can be considered an innovative project both for the experiences gained and
the bottom-up approach. It is also one of the more recent introductions where communications
played an important role in guiding public opinion.
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The communications campaign was built on two types of messages:
• a priority message for informative purposes about the new entry rules, tariffs and the details
on payment methods. It outlined the various categories for exemption, such as residents,
public transport and emergency vehicles, medical staff, disabled people, etc. and additional
useful information.
• an emotional support message about the future benefits generated by the project. Three
slogans (using a linguistic play on words) were developed: the first one giving emphasis on the
expected change, the other two focused on issues related to traffic reduction and the time
gains to cover a specific distance.
The campaign was implemented through a wide range of tools, which underpinned the green
(sustainable and environmental) credentials of the measure. A robust communication and media
campaign included traditional news media (newspaper and on-line news in Italian and English) as well
as local and national radio, TV spots and documentaries. This was complemented with outdoor
advertisement options (advertisement hoardings and posters), dynamic advertisement options (inside
and outside the vehicle of buses and trams), multimedia tools (screens and video projected in the
city). The Internet was widely used with a web portal, newsletter, cross-marketing banners in English,
French, Spanish, Chinese, Arabic and Filipino. Below the line promotion included brochures and fliers
placed near passageways and places with high vehicle and foot traffic. Additional, more than 2 million
direct mail postcards were distributed in Milan and its hinterland.

At least a million people live outside the city’s official boundaries, but travel into work daily so it was
important to ensure that they were properly informed although they may not have been able to vote
in the referendum as they lived outside the city. A number of public consultations were held in the
8

surrounding municipalities – outside of those where the charge would be levied. It is therefore also
likely that residents, who experienced the most benefits of the ECOpass in terms of better air quality
and less traffic had greater enthusiasm for a congestion charge, as they may have perceived this as a
way others would pay for the effects of the daily migration into the city. Moreover, the Mayor of
Milan also sent a letter to the 700,000 Milanese families that resided within the central area and were
likely to be affected.
Other supports such as ‘Guerrilla marketing’ (an advertising strategy in which a company uses surprise
and/or unconventional interactions in order to promote a product or service.... This is a technique to
increase the consumers' engagement with the product or service and is designed to create a
memorable experience. Here, the pedal bike was used for leafleting and billposting, and the support
was chosen as a greenest symbol in line with the message.
Compared to ECOpass, the CC has increased revenues; from 20.3 million euros in 2012 to 28+ million
euros in 2016. This has been re-invested in the following:
• 62% for the strengthening of public transport in order to improve its frequency.
• 22% for the development of sustainable mobility projects.
• 16% for IT management access control and management and authorizations of payment
channels.
It should also be noted that Milan also made significant investments in its transport system as part of
the preparations for the World Expo in 2015.

Reasons for Milan’s Success:
•
•
•
•
•

Milan is the only case where the citizens, rather than the authorities, asked for a congestion
charge.
The communications investments were strategic and well executed.
Citizens received tangible benefits and improvements to the transport network (although not
all can be attributed to the congestion charge).
The congestion charge was postioned as a better environmental choice for Milan than a
pollution charge.
Citizens are now primed for extensions and increases in charges (within reason).

Gothenburg
Gothenburg is the second largest metropolitan area in Sweden, after Stockholm, with only half a
million inhabitants living within the city, but with nearly a million in the wider area. It is not
densely populated, and the jobs are also widely spaced so people of all income levels have to rely
on the car for much of their commutes.
A cordon-based congestion charging scheme was introduced in Gothenburg in January 2013 mainly
concentrated on the highway hubs, which was where there was the most congestion. The charge is
time-of-day dependent, ranging from €0.82 to €1.8 during weekdays 6 a.m. – 6:30 p.m., with a
maximum daily charge of €6; other time periods are free of charge. A multi-passage rule applies
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which states that drivers only have to pay once when passing the cordon more than once during a
60-minute time period.
Up until 2015, the average charge was approximately €0.5 per passage (accounting for the multipassage rule), compared to €1 for the Stockholm system. In 2013, the number of passages was 132
million and the total revenue of €71 million in Gothenburg compared favorably with 78 million
passages and the total revenue of €76 million in Stockholm, as Gothenburg is less than half the size
of Stockholm. But this meant that each citizen was paying on average twice as much as in
Stockholm.
Initial projections estimated a traffic reduction of 18% during the morning peak hours, but it actually
only fell 13%. More commuters took public transportation and the city improved commuter rail and
bus operations, adding frequency and bus lanes but non-work trips on transit declined. This may
indicate that some people cut back on discretionary trips, while others might have chosen new
destinations outside the charging zone.
Public resistance against the congestion charges resulted in a referendum in conjunction with the
regularly-scheduled national parliament and the city council general elections in September 2014.
The referendum question was formulated as: ‘‘Do you think that the congestion tax should continue
after the 2014 election?’’ Fifty-seven percent of voters in the municipality voted against it.
However, there was an agreement with the national government that Gothenburg would receive a
major infrastructure package, funded by the congestion charging revenue, leveraged with a large
national grant. Since much of the revenue from the charges are collected from citizens in
surrounding (not central) municipalities, the agreement is good for the city of Gothenburg and it
received support from all political parties.
Despite citizens voting against keeping it, there were no alternative sources of funding to cover the
commitments of city council and congestion charges were kept in place.

Reasons for Gothenburg’s Success:
• Public and political acceptance for introducing congestion charges differed in Stockholm and
•
•

Gothenburg. The voice of the people can be less convincing to the ears of politicians than
money – and despite a negative referendum the congestion charge remains.
Gothenburg probably does not have the levels of congestion nor the density of population
for a congestion charge to make sense to citizens, but it has brought revenues that have
been reinvested in the transport system. Thus, long term, it may pay dividends.
Although men and women were expected to ‘benefit’(or suffer) from the charges to the
same extent because they make the same number of charged trips, research showed that
fewer women on average have access to a company car for commuting trips and had to pay
the cost themselves so they experienced a higher financial burden than men. In addition,
women usually make more trips in their care roles than men and therefore were more likely
to have to pay the maximum daily rate if they crossed the zone several times. The net loss
was fairly constant across age groups, except for the oldest (over 75), who drive less.
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Cities which Have or are Considering Implementing a Congestion Charge

New York (background)
New York City (NYC)’s is ranked as one of the most congested American cities and a congestion charge
has been debated since the 1980s. After the congestion charge success in London in 2003, more civil
society and NGO groups advocated for a charge but this met with resistance not only due to cost but
also as it was reported that the traffic demand would exceed the capacities of almost all of the city’s
subway, river crossings, and commuter rail lines. New York Mayor Bloomberg proposed to charge a
fee in 2007 for vehicles travelling into or within the Manhattan central business district, which would
have been the first area-wide road pricing scheme proposed for a major North American city. If this
proposal had been implemented, NYC would have been the first American city to implement charges
for driving into the central city. The Traffic Congestion Mitigation Commission held 14 public hearings
and modified Bloomberg’s original plan, which obtained a wide range of support from those living
within the area. For example, in late March 2008, public opinion polls showed that NYC residents
supported congestion charge by a 67-27% margin (Schaller 2010). However, it eventually failed and
was never put to a vote on the New York State Assembly with the most vocal opposition coming from
elected officials and civic groups in four New York City boroughs outside Manhattan, which were more
auto-dependent than neighborhoods that were closer to Manhattan and did not have the rapid or
convenient transit access to Manhattan jobs.
A recent poll shows the majority of New York City voters opposing congestion pricing 54% compared
to 41% with 52% saying it will not be effective in reducing traffic compared to 40% saying it will
according to a Quinnipiac University Poll10. Fifty-one percent of Manhattan voters oppose it while
48% support it. Opposition in the other boroughs ranges from 52% against, 43% for in Staten Island to
64% against and 30% for in The Bronx. Most voters do not believe that it will actually reduce
congestion, ranging from 50% "no" in Manhattan to 62% "no" in The Bronx.
Ethnicity also plays a role. White voters are divided, with 47% supporting congestion pricing and 49%
opposed. Black and Hispanic voters are more strongly against the measure (63% against and 33% for
and 58% against compared to 39% for, respectively). It is not clear if gender plays any role but it is
likely that it might, as women tend to be public transit riders, especially women of color. Additionally,
women are often more inclined to support policies that bring benefits important to them – such as
better air quality, improved road safety, less noise and better public transport.
Currently, the highest rates of asthma incidence in the United States are found in the Bronx. This area
of northern New York City is bisected by 5 major highways that rank among the most congested in the
United States - how the charge in Manhattan will affect the traffic in these boroughs will be a key
challenge.
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Brisbane, Australia

A face-to-face survey11 was conducted to solicit public opinions on a proposed congestion charge in
the Brisbane City area. The survey data were analyzed to pinpoint important factors relevant to
people's attitudes towards congestion charge and to measure their relationships. Main findings
include:
• The residents’ attitudes towards congestion charge differ by gender and by user groups of
transport modes (car drivers, transit riders, and mixed);
• Auto users tended to be more skeptical about the service capacity of existing transit systems
in coping with extra passengers induced by the implementation of congestion charge;
• For each of the three groups, a positive correlation was found between a participant's
attitude towards congestion charge and the effectiveness of congestion charge on reducing

Chuan L., Zudup Z., Brisbane public acceptance of a congestion charge, Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences, Volume
96, 6 November 2013, Pages 2811-2822
11
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•

traffic congestion. A negative correlation was also found for all three groups between a
participant's attitude towards the charge and the attractiveness of working in the city;
Introducing the congestion charge may have no impact on people with high income travelling
to the city.

Manchester and Edinburgh (UK)
In February 2005 residents of Edinburgh in Scotland, UK, were given the opportunity to vote in a
referendum on the introduction of a road-user charging scheme, which had been in development for
almost a decade. The public voted overwhelmingly against the scheme by a ratio of 3:1 and it was
consequently abandoned. Car use was shown to be the principal determinant of voting behavior, with
car owners strongly opposing the scheme and non-car owners only weakly supporting it. The public’s
limited understanding of the scheme increased the strength of the opposing vote. Furthermore, the
public was largely unconvinced that the scheme would achieve its objectives of reducing congestion
and improving public transport. Research into this failure suggest that more attention should have
been paid to designing a simpler, more easily communicated scheme and convincing residents,
particularly public transport users who would have benefitted most, of the schemes advantages rather
than trying to convince car drivers that they should vote for it.
Manchester also suffered from a poorly presented and communicated campaign. There were a
number of strongly opposing views on the benefits of the scheme and the messaging was too
complex. Indeed, the advertisements appeared to target key workers (nurses, teachers and fire
fighters) who would have to change their behavior with the slogan ‘Get on yer bike’ – which was
poorly accepted and interpreted by the public in a negative way. Manchester also suffered from a lack
of a political figurehead as there was no one who clearly led the campaign and political commitment
therefore appeared dubious if no one was willing to be seen to wholeheartedly support the scheme.

Hong Kong, PRC
Hong Kong has been discussing ERP (electronic road pricing) for the ‘Central’ district since the 1980s
and it is now back on the table. A key difference is that compared to other cities, 90% of Hong Kong
citizens’ vehicular mobility is fulfilled by public transport. Despite this in Central, 70% of traffic flow is
attributable to private vehicles and only 10% to public transport.

Vancouver (Canada), Seattle and San Francisco (USA)
Much of the debate in these North American cities bring up issues around equity. There are high levels
of debate that the City of Seattle’s congestion pricing plan will bring financial heartache specifically for
low-income residents. That said, there is a pilot project in Oregon involving some 5,000 vehicles for
‘pay as you drive tax’. Taking part in this pilot was voluntary, but it was oversubscribed indicating that
people are interested in exploring how congestion and driving habits can be changed. Similar
arguments were put forward in San Francisco. However, a recent study found that only 6% of the trips
at peak times in the zone under consideration were made by low-income citizens.
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Messaging
The selection of cities mentioned above where congestion charging has been successfully introduced
show that there are few technical barriers in implementing a charge today. The schemes deliver
financially, and the gains can be reinvested in local transport which translates to significant
environmental and societal benefits.
A key conclusion from the experience in other cities is the need for clear and convincing messaging.
Indeed, the most successful schemes have had a high level of investment in clear and strong
messaging combined with a committed political leader.
The Curacao European funded project (Curacao, 2009) identifies several possible objectives of urban
road user charging schemes which can be used for messaging:
• Environment (climate change, local air quality, etc.) and Health;
• Economic and local city revenue growth (gains for local business in terms of higher
productivity, less low from unpredictability);
• Safety with few accidents;
• Liveability and quality of life (for all not only those who choose to travel by car);
• Congestion relief (as can be quantified);
• Equity/social inclusion; future generations
However, this is easier said than done, and the level of trust in authorities is probably at an all-time
low. In addition, today’s urban citizen is well connected digitally and believes that they are informed
(although this may not be the actual situation). Thus, the preparation of arguments and counter
arguments based on scientific evidence is highly important.
A recent study12 undertaken with 2000 respondents in the UK shows that there is a perception
problem when it comes to public attitudes about urban transport infrastructure and services. The
report also indicates that when infrastructure means something to the public and they can see direct,
tangible benefits, people are far more willing to support it (i.e., investments such as high speed rail or
major intercity motorways). But it appears that this does not translate well to the local level, and 63%
of those surveyed did not believe that urban transport infrastructure improves their quality of life.
However, they do value improved public transport that delivers direct benefits to the local
community. This study has been undertaken twice and both rounds of research (2015 and 2017)
identified that people feel infrastructure is ‘done to them’ rather than ‘done for them’. This reaction
appears to be based on a lack of clarity around the priorities and criteria that make up investment
decisions; and a failure by developers to clearly articulate the wider project benefits during the
planning phases. The conclusion being that ‘government’ (authorities) and industry need to build
public confidence and trust by explaining infrastructure in a way that is more meaningful to people
and how it affects daily life. This, in order to deliver strategic urban transport solutions, public
12

Public Attitudes to Infrastructure 2017
https://www.copperconsultancy.com/insight/transporting-the-public-to-a-more-sustainable-future-the-challenge-andopportunity/
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engagement and buy-in, is increasingly critical and could be seen as being the biggest challenge of all,
because without public support, projects which have the potential to deliver major benefits will
become mired in local politics and protests.

Main Conclusions
The price needs to be right and modern technologies may be based on time as well as distance. Public
and political acceptance are both necessary for success but it should be noted that public enthusiasm
for congestion charging in London, Stockholm and Gothenburg went up as people become more
familiar with it. Often from 30% or below pro-measure to over 50% in a short space of time – these
numbers can be leveraged in the current debate in New York.
Size only matters to some extent and the size of the charge area is not large in any of the cities
(Stockholm is the largest and London, the second largest). A number of cities, such as Milan and Oslo,
have a combined congestion charge and low emission zone, in Milan the environment argument was
quite persuasive to its citizens. Bergen is currently changing its toll system to reflect environmental
aspects.
In no city was there unprecedented or unforeseen traffic congestion induced in the nearby roads on
the outskirts of the congestion charge - clear evidence of ‘traffic evaporation.’ Trips were either not
being taken at that time or were shifted onto capacity on alternative modes. This is often a concern of
citizens living just outside the proposed zone.
The aspects of improved quality of life (less noise, accidents and gains in family time from reduced
travel times), social equity, environmental (especially air quality) and health (especially for children
and the elderly) are all non-transport messages that successfully can be associated with the benefits of
congestion charging. New York has had some recent successes with local, grass roots approaches such
as the 2014 Street Ambassador program, which led to 82 local street improvement projects and
32,000 conversations based on the messages of ‘equitable, flexible and respectful.’
A few useful conclusions can be drawn from the schemes reviewed which can be used to help design
other cordon pricing schemes:
1.
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Clear and simple messaging
The concept and objectives should not be complex. The charge must be designed and
communicated clearly as paying it is more visible than most other pricing measures (such
as vehicle, fuel or property tax) since it needs to be paid for each trip. Road space is a
public utility and congestion pricing can be positioned to help change the current norm
from those who drive most being able to consume this utility more than those who drive
less or not at all. Considering a shift from ‘congestion’ to ‘de-congestion13’ pricing may be
worth considering. Consumers today are increasingly connected digitally and are looking
for transport to be part of an experience rather than a means to an end (a journey to

This is the preferred title of the measure as suggested by Todd Litman in his interview.
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work) – if reducing congestion can be positioned to help increase a more positive
experience this could help in gaining support.
2.

Factual and counter factual information
The introduction of such a pricing measure is not only about reducing congestion but also
about improving quality of life, social equity, reducing road accidents, better air quality,
etc. Social equity is a legitimate claim and congestion charging (indeed all road pricing) is
seen as a regressive policy – although there is also good, and increasingly robust, evidence
that as the lower income quintiles actually drive less, as long as they are able to access
alternatives to driving, equity should actually increase with the introduction of the pricing
scheme. Communicating improvements that will affect these constituents will be
important.

3.

Revenue generation
Getting the pricing right is critical as the charge must be high enough to not only induce
travel behavior change but also to generate enough revenues so noticeable changes can
be made in the current system, while not being seen as being too prohibitive. All cities
may share similar ways of collecting revenues (usually via the internet) but the fees
themselves vary; from a flat fee as in London, while Stockholm favors dynamic pricing with
different charges at different times of the day, but both cities charge the same regardless
of vehicle type; whereas in Singapore the scheme also considers the vehicle type, location
and the time of the day.

4.

Availability and affordability of alternatives
The launch of a congestion charge must be coupled with an increase in public transport
supply and other tangible benefits that a majority of citizens will notice in order to provide
a credible alternative to private cars and for it not to be perceived as ‘just another tax.’
There are now good scientific studies to show that the initial equity concerns (i.e., lower
income people will suffer while higher income people are able to pay and will not notice’)
are actually unfounded as disadvantaged people tend to drive less and/or can take
advantage of possible exemptions.

5.

Transparency and trust
The approach to implementing the scheme must be transparent and trustworthy or
citizens will not believe that the monies are being reinvested directly in transport system
improvements. Results and benefits of the schemes (e.g. reduced congestion, avoided
emissions) must be monitored and communicated to citizens regularly. It will also be
necessary to respond to citizens’ legitimate concerns, which may include traffic increases
in areas nearby the cordon or impacts on retail.
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6.

Adapting to new and different situations
The system cannot remain static and should be adapted and updated over time based on
achieved results, which must also be communicated to the public. In Milan for example,
the system shifted from a pollution charge to a congestion charge because the most
egregious polluting vehicles were rapidly put out of circulation after a few years of the Eco
Pass. In London, after a first phase, congestion increased because they used the road
space freed from cars for other social or sustainable mobility purposes (bike lanes,
pedestrian areas, etc.) but this was communicated and allowed the charge to increase (in
order to keep its effectiveness).

The role of a policy champion, the public’s clear understanding of the scheme’s objectives, timing,
commitment and presentation are considered to be the most important factors in the success of
congestion pricing schemes.
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