
Image: Getty

Dec 11, 2020 00:00 GMT

Drivers planning 13m trips to see friends
and family this Christmas – but a fifth
won’t be travelling because of Covid

Drivers are collectively planning in the region of 13m separate trips by car to
see family and friends during the coronavirus ‘travel window’ between 23 and
27 December, although a fifth (22%) don’t expect to make any such journeys
this year because of the virus, research by RAC Breakdown suggests.*

With two weeks to go until Christmas, the greatest number of individual trips
– some 3.1m – look likely to take place on the first day travel restrictions are
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eased in England, Scotland and Wales (Wednesday 23 December). Christmas
Eve and Christmas Day are predicted to see 2.8m and 2.5m trips respectively,
around the same number as are traditionally planned for these days based on
an analysis of RAC data over the last five years. A further 2.1m expect to
travel between 23 and 27 December but aren’t sure on which days yet.

The research, which was conducted after the UK Government announced that
family and friends would be allowed to meet up in person over a limited
number of days by forming a three-household bubble, shows how just how
pronounced the effect of the pandemic might be on travel habits this
Christmas with nearly three-in-10 (28%) fewer drivers saying they are
planning to use major roads to visit friends or family this year compared to
last. In total, more than half (57%) aren’t planning on visiting friends or
family by car at all, of which 22% cite concerns about coronavirus, with the
remainder (35%) saying it is for other reasons.

The ‘coronavirus effect’ is most evident after Christmas Day when traffic is
expected to tail off drastically – with drivers only planning an estimated
1.6m trips on Boxing Day, which is in stark contrast to previous years when
there are usually 4.5m journeys. On Sunday 27 December just 933,000 trips
are planned.

Add in the lighter traffic volumes this year as a result of continued home-
working by many people, and the effect is likely to be fewer queues on the
roads compared to previous years – although a single breakdown or collision
always has the potential to change that.

Separate RAC research suggests drivers favour local trips this year, indicating
problems with congestion may be more concentrated on smaller, town and
city roads rather than major motorways.** Nearly six-in-10 (57%) expect their
longest return trip to be no more than 50 miles in length, with a quarter
(25%) saying it will be up to just 10 miles. Just over a quarter (27%) say their
longest journey by car will be in excess of 100 miles.

Of drivers who will be using their cars for other purposes over Christmas,
doing local grocery shopping is the top reason (82% of these drivers),
followed by driving to go for a walk or get some exercise with people from
the same household (41%). Just one-in-five of these drivers (18%) plan on
using a car to visit a town or city centre for last-minute Christmas shopping,
with a slightly smaller proportion (15%) doing the same thing at an out-of-



town retail centre.

View embedded content here

RAC Breakdown spokesman Rod Dennis said:

“The pandemic looks set to have a profound effect on drivers’ plans to see
family and friends at Christmas time this year. Despite the loosening of
restrictions to allow people to meet up as part of ‘festive bubbles’, our figures
suggest many drivers aren’t keen – with a fifth saying the coronavirus is the
reason why they’re not travelling.

“That’s not to say the roads will be empty over Christmas. Our research
indicates millions of leisure journeys on major motorways and A-roads will
still be taken, with 23 December being the focus of what will be a much less
pronounced Christmas ‘getaway’ than we’ve grown to expect. An estimated
5.3m trips to see family and friends will take place on Christmas Eve and
Christmas Day combined, roughly in line with other years – and we expect
many of these to be more local journeys.

“It’s also the case that just a single breakdown or road collision can cause
traffic to quickly snarl up and cause delays. This could especially be the case
with drivers opting for more local journeys this year rather than the familiar
criss-crossing of the country that tends to happen at Christmas time.
Everyone can do their bit to reduce the chances of breaking down by
checking over their car before they set out. Checking the tread, condition and
pressure of tyres, together with oil, coolant and screenwash levels, make the
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chances of an unwelcome breakdown much less likely. This is even more
important in a year when vehicles have been used less regularly. Drivers
should also ensure they plan their journeys before they set out.

“The car will also come into its own for other sorts of festive trips – with
Christmas grocery shopping the number-one reason, whether that’s shoppers
going to browse and buy or take advantage of the rise in click-and-collect
services. Problems in booking grocery delivery slots as a result of high
demand this year might also have the effect of forcing more people to visit
supermarkets by car.

“Whether drivers are using their cars for longer journeys this Christmas, or
staying much more local, our teams will be working as hard as ever to keep
people moving and give them peace of mind at the end of what has been a
challenging and unprecedented year.”

For tips and advice on travelling over Christmas, check out the RAC’s Christmas
getaway guide. 

Notes to Editors

* Survey of 1,500 UK drivers conducted for the RAC by Ragdoll between 26
and 30 November. 13m trips figure based on % of drivers completing trips
between 23 and 27 December

** Research of 1,500 UK drivers on the RAC Driver Opinion Panel between 3
and 7 December
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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 UK, 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
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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Contacts

Contact the RAC Press Office
Press Contact
press.office@rac.co.uk
Emails monitored during normal office hours. For breakdown
queries, call 0330 159 0740
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