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A driving need: one-in-three drivers more
dependent on the car than a year ago

More than a third of UK drivers* (35%) – the equivalent of 14.7m drivers –
say they are more dependent on using their car than 12 months ago, with
public transport too often seen as an expensive and unreliable alternative,
data released as part of the latest RAC Report on Motoring** shows.

The figures show a further rise in the proportion of drivers who say they rely
on their cars as their main mode of transport – increased dependency is up
from 33% in 2018, and from 27% a year earlier, and is now at its highest

https://www.rac.co.uk/drive/features/report-on-motoring-2019/
https://www.rac.co.uk/drive/features/rising-car-dependency-2019/


proportion in the past seven years. Just 14% of drivers (the equivalent of
around 5.9m people) say they have become less dependent than a year ago,
though this has also increased from 12% in 2018 indicating a small rise in
those saying they are less dependent on their vehicles.

At a time when the Government and local councils are keen for drivers to use
their cars less frequently to improve air quality and cut congestion, the RAC
believes the findings are a stark reminder of the reality for many people,
especially those who live outside the biggest cities – that for good or bad,
millions of people remain enormously dependent on their cars for many types
of journeys.

The top reasons drivers give for using their cars more are a greater need to
transport family members (28%), family and friends moving further away
(24%) and, perhaps most strikingly, a reduction in the provision or quality of
public transport (25%) – with drivers in the North East (42%) significantly
more likely to call this out as a reason for them increasingly turning to the
car.

Drivers are particularly frustrated by the lack of feasible alternatives to the
car for the journeys they need to make, according to the data. Most – 57%,
the equivalent of almost 23.9m people – say they would be willing to use
their cars less if the quality of public transport was better, and agreement
with this statement has been high for an incredible 11 consecutive years.
Around half of drivers (53%) say they are frustrated by the lack of feasible
alternative modes of transport for long journeys, with a similar proportion
(52%) saying the same about short journeys. These figures both rise to 55%
for drivers aged between 25 and 44.

Frustrations with public transport

Among drivers who would be willing to use public transport more, half (50%)
say the reason they don’t use public transport more is that fares are too high
– up by five percentage points on last year – while 41% say services are not
frequent enough. Meanwhile, a growing number of people (36% – up from
31% in 2018) say that a lack of punctuality is a significant barrier to them
using public transport as an alternative to driving, and 38% say services don’t
run where they need them to.

Of those who would be willing to consider using public transport if services



were better, almost a third (31%) say they would make more use of it if there
was greater availability of services – a figure that rises to 40% for rural
motorists, reflecting to some extent the significant cuts that were made to
rail services following the Beeching Report and, more recently, to rural bus
services as highlighted last year by the Parliamentary Transport Committee.

The RAC’s findings also show that motorists who live in London are more
likely to use alternatives to their cars compared to drivers elsewhere in the
UK. In the capital, on average 38% of each driver’s weekly journeys are made
either by public transport, walking or cycling, compared with a national
average of just 24%.

For those who live in villages or other rural areas, cars typically account for
an enormous 85% of all journeys, with just 15% currently represented by
public transport, cycling or walking.

It is perhaps unsurprising therefore that across the UK as a whole, an
overwhelming majority of motorists (73%) say they would find it very difficult
to adjust to life without a car – with more than half (54%) of this group
stating this is because their vehicle is essential for carrying heavy items.
Given the capital’s more comprehensive public transport system, a smaller
proportion of drivers in London (58%) say they would struggle to adjust
without a car – compared to 84% of motorists who live in villages and rural
communities.

https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/transport-committee/news-parliament-2017/bus-strategy-report-published-17-19/
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RAC data insight spokesman Rod Dennis said:

“These findings present the stark reality for so many people in the UK – that
for good or bad, in 2020 the car remains an essential means of getting about
whether that is for commuting, dropping off and collecting children or going
to visit family and friends.

“While the car might be the obvious choice for many people’s journeys,
especially for those who have already invested a lot of money in buying or
leasing one, it is also clear just how frustrated many drivers are with the lack
of decent alternatives for some of their trips. For more than a decade now,
drivers have been saying that they are willing to use their cars less if public
transport was better – and this year’s figures indicate it’s the high cost and
low frequency of services that are the biggest problems cited by drivers. At
the same time, many drivers continue to believe that public transport does
not suit their needs for the sorts of journeys they have to make.

“The ongoing challenge for national and local government, and combined
authorities, is therefore to deliver credible alternatives to the car for specific
journeys that are regularly completed by a lot of people. Connecting large
residential areas with popular locations for work would surely be a good
starting point – giving drivers the opportunity to swap sitting in daily traffic
jams for a fast, frequent alternative. Greater investment in walking and
cycling infrastructure could also go a long way to encouraging drivers to use
of their cars less, especially for short journeys that make up around a quarter
of all drivers’ trips.***
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“But it remains the case that short of cheap, reliable and integrated public
transport systems operating all over the UK, it is very difficult to see things
changing radically in the years ahead. The car remains an integral part of so
many people’s lives, whether that is for carrying heavy shopping, transporting
family members or going to visit friends in all the corners of the UK.”

Explore this topic in charts and graphs visiting the RAC Report on Motoring
online.

Notes to Editors

* Based on an extrapolation of all UK drivers – 42m: Great Britain 40,932,294
full licence holders as of August 2019 and Northern Ireland 1,111,996 full
and eligible as of Q2 2019 (total 42,044,290 drivers)

** Research for the RAC Report on Motoring 2019 was carried out by
Quadrangle. In total 1,753 UK motorists (i.e. those who hold a full, current
driving licence, drive at least once a month and have a motor vehicle in their
household) were surveyed between 23 May and 3 June 2019, with the
questionnaire taking around 30 minutes to complete.

*** Source: National Travel Survey (England only) 2018, table NTS0308

About the RAC

The RAC provides complete peace of mind to 12m UK private and business
drivers, whatever their motoring needs. Its services include:

• Breakdown assistance. Its highly-skilled, 1,600-strong branded
patrol workforce attends more than two million breakdowns
every year, fixing on average four out of five vehicles at the
roadside. The RAC’s patrol fleet is one of the most advanced in
the world, and was the first to roll out both an All-Wheels-Up
recovery system, allowing the vast majority of vehicles to be
recovered from a single patrol van, and EV Boost mobile electric
vehicle charging units

• Insurance. The RAC is a top-five car insurance broker having
surpassed the 500,000 policies-in-force milestone in 2018. It
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https://www.rac.co.uk/insurance/car-insurance


also offers ‘black box’ telematics policies, as well as home and
travel insurance

• Other motoring services. The RAC leads in the development of
new solutions for business, fleets, electric vehicles and future car
technology. Its additional products and services include
a personal loans offering, a used car buying website, vehicle
inspections and checks, legal services or up-to-the-minute traffic
and travel information. It also has a network of Approved Dealers
and Approved Garages which combine the trust of RAC brand
with local service and convenience

The RAC also works to support the interests of its members and UK drivers on
the most important motoring issues which it identifies via the annual RAC
Report on Motoring and the RAC Opinion Panel. The Report on Motoring is
the longest running analysis of driver opinion in the UK having been
published every year since 1989.

For more information about the RAC, visit the RAC website.
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