




















FEMINISM NEEDS WHEELS AS WELL AS WORDS

Margherita Rendel

Feminism Needs Wheels as Well as Words - ﬂ !\ Transport produces roughly one third of Britain’s

we need a Human Right for Public Transport.

greenhouse gases. So cars alone produce about

Public transport is a feminist issue. Women b. Wh one sixth of all Britain’s greenhouse gases. If we

are less likely than men to have a driving

reduced car journeys by a half we could reduce

licence, have a car or live in a household with . e ’ Britain’s greenhouse gases from 16% to 8% - a

a car. Other groups less likely to have a car are
members of ethnic minorities, disabled people,

young people, old people and those with scanty or
insecure means. Sixty per cent of the people in Britain
do not have a car — that is the majority of people do not
have a car. They are dependent on public transport to
get about.

Outside inner London at least and a few other cities,
the existence of public transport, and especially bus
services, is uncertain or even lacking in the evenings
and on Sundays. In rural areas and villages, buses

are usually few and getting fewer. Many services

are subsidised by Local Authorities. LAs are being
forced to cut funds for public transport (and for much
else) because the Government refuses to allow them
adequate funds for all the services they need to provide.

Without a car, and with fewer and less frequent bus
services, women, disabled people, young people,
children, older people and those with scanty means may
well not be able to get to further education and training,
jobs, public services, other facilities and are effectively
excluded from social participation.They are reduced to
cadging lifts — which can be embarrassing — or being
excluded. The alternatives of moving house or buying a
car may well be impractical or impossible.

Until very recently, the North of England was expecting
large scale electrification and upgrade of the West to
East network - until Grayling inexplicably pulled it,
despite the ongoing diesel pollution and longer journey
times than in the 1960’s. We may ask if the appalling
upheaval of HS2 is the best use of transport funds? The
Treasury certainly doesn’t seem to think so. Would it
not be better to invest more in the North and the South
West and also re-install some of the lost Beeching
routes? Speed to and from London now seems to take
priority over access & climate.

The evidence for climate change is now scientifically
irrefutable — we have seen the effects causing havoc
to millions in the past weeks. Cars produce more than
half (53%) of all the greenhouse gases, including carbon
dioxide and particulates, produced by all forms of
domestic transport — all road vehicles, freight, HGVs,
light vans, trains and domestic aircraft, domestic
shipping, military shipping and aircraft. This figure
includes the fossil fuels required to power these
vehicles. Public transport, buses, coaches, rail both
passenger and freight, create a mere 6.4% of Britain’s
greenhouse gases.
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worthwhile improvement. So, how to do it?

If public transport were recognised as a right, priority
would have to be given to measures to improve public
transport over measures to assist motorists. Some local
authorities are already turning to innovation. Demand
for Hammersmith and Fulham Council’s electric car
scheme is already outstripping supply. Critics will say
that the grid will not cope with national roll-out, but
re-investing in solar power and other renewables is the
easy answer to this. Trams have proved to be a popular
accessible investment in a few urban areas including
Manchester, Sheffield and South London - although
Bristol shelved their tram plan a few years ago, Bath is
now exploring the potential and Leeds too.

We could also insist on measures such as more bus
lanes, better locations for bus stops (some are in-
conveniently placed for pedestrians so that they don’t
impede the flow of traffic), longer time to ensure the
less speedy can get across the road instead of having

to wait in the middle, less parking on both sides of

less wide roads which hold up buses, more controls on
parking in the streets, traffic waiting for buses to pull
out from stops as it waits at pedestrian crossings, traffic
lights which turn green as buses approach, as in Zurich.
Many other measures are possible such as expansion
of dial-a-ride services which often turn into scheduled
services, even legislation and litigation.

There would be many advantages. With fewer cars on
the roads there would be less air and noise pollution
and therefore less asthma and stress, people walking
to bus stops and using their cars less would contribute
to less obesity and better health, there would be fewer
road accidents, one of the highest costs of existing road
transport.

All these results would both reduce the costs to the NHS
and lead to fewer delays in treatments, and also make
our environment more pleasing as well as ensuring a
better contribution to reducing the present dangers of
climate change. A right to public transport would tip
the balance in favour of greater equality and fairness.

Margherita Rendel has researched, written and taught on
government, equality for women, including in education,
and human rights — including on transport. She is a retired
barrister and a University of London Emeritus.
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