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Abstract 
Oxford was one of the first cities in the UK to adopt a traffic restraint policy and abandon road 
building as a solution to its transport problems. Thanks to its sustained efforts, Oxford is one of 
the least car-dependant cities in the country. The city started in the early 1970's a public transport 
focussed policy with an extensive Park and Ride bus system, parking controls and extended 
cycle and pedestrian facilities. Strategic land use policies for the sub region are complementary to 
transport policies aimed at reducing car dependence and encouraging the use of alternative 
modes of travel. The Oxford experience is very relevant to the city of the 21st Century, for it 
shows that a city can remain economically vital and attractive without being car-dependant. 

 

Background Information  
Oxford, internationally known for its Universities and historic buildings, is located in central 
England, 87 km to the north west of London. It has a population of 140,000 (of which about 
20,000 are students) and serves a largely rural hinterland with a population of about half a million 
people . Over one hundred thousand jobs are based in the city with about half taken by 
commuters from outside.  

Transport has always been important for Oxford: indeed, it can be said to be the reason that the 
town was established, since it developed around the point where the river Thames could be 
forded and where two main tracks across England met. Also, since the 1920's, it has been a 
major motor manufacturing centre: originally Morris Motors, and now BMW.  

Its long history and the expansion of the city as a centre of learning, with the growth of University 
Colleges from the 12th and 13 th centuries, has endowed Oxford with one of the largest 
concentration of historic buildings in England. These cluster around the main city centre shopping 
streets and have effectively precluded the construction of conventional town centre relief roads.  

Various road schemes were promoted from the 1920's onwards, with the aim of removing traffic 
from the historic centre. By 1963, an outer ring road had been completed but planned roads 
within the city proved very difficult to construct because of their impact on attractive open spaces 
that provide the setting for some of the finest buildings, or because they would have involved 
property demolition. Throughout the 1940's through to the 1970's, there were energetic debates 
over a series of road "solutions" to Oxford's traffic problems until major road building within the 
city was finally rejected in 1979, in favour of a traffic demand management approach. Certainly 
the historic pattern and the structure of the city were very influential in Oxford becoming one of 
the first cities to adopt a restraint approach. Other factors were its influential and articulate 
electorate and an enlightened Council.  
The traffic restraint approach has proved very successful with  city centre traffic levels having not 
increased over the last 30 years whilst bus patronage has increased ( the proportion of people 



using buses to enter the central area increased from 38% in 1991 to 53% in 2005) and economic 
vitality has been preserved.  

 

Objectives 
The set of measures that have been implemented for 25 years contributes to a sole purpose: of 
restraining private vehicle traffic to protect the environment of  the historic centre, whilst a high 
level of economic activity is maintained.  
Complementary land use policies aimed at protecting the setting of Oxford  reducing car 
dependence and encourage the use of alternative modes of travel have been adopted. 

 

Implementation  
The main components of the strategy first adopted in the 70's are: 

1 Parking Management and Control 

  
 Parking charges for on-street and off-street public spaces in the city centre are high and aimed at 
discouraging long-stay commuter parking. It costs £1.90 for up to 1 hour, £3.00 for up to 2 hours 
and £18.20 for 8 or more hours. Uncontrolled private non-residential parking spaces are being 
reduced progressively as sites come forward for re-development, and only a minimal number of 
on-site operational parking spaces is permitted in new developments. .  

Also, on street parking controls have been introduced: reinforcing the city centre high charge 
regime and avoiding overflow effects on surrounding residential streets. The County Council has 
taken over parking enforcement powers from the police. This has further strengthened the 
restraint policies.  

2. Cycle Facilities 

A network of cycle lanes, on and off the road, together with other facilities such as advanced stop 
line at traffic signals, and extensive cycle parking provision have been introduced to encourage 
cycling. Currently 15% of journeys to work by Oxford residents are made by bicycle.  

3.  Park and Ride Car Parks 

Five large car parks have been built on the edge of the city on each of the main radial 
approaches with capacity for 5,000 cars. They intercept one in five car trips bound for central 
Oxford during the morning peak hour, and divert 1.3m cars per year from the city. Dedicated bus 
services operate between the car park and the city centre at 5 to 10 minute frequencies during 
the day, less frequently in the evenings. Passenger numbers are high, so that the buses operate 
largely free of subsidy. Even for a short visit, using Park & Ride can give significant financial and  
time savings thanks to the route priority for buses and the high city centre parking charges.  

 



4. Bus Priority 

Bus route priority has been achieved along main radial routes from the Park & Ride car parks to 
the city centre by re-allocating road space to create designated bus lanes. Especially within old 
towns, sufficient road width is often not available to allow the introduction of a segregated bus 
lane on all roads. To overcome this and still achieve bus priority, in two locations in Oxford, a pre- 
traffic signal arrangement has been provided which allows buses to get in front of general traffic 
queues as they approach narrower road sections. Also a city-wide linked reactive traffic light 
control system has been installed which is able to help buses at junctions by giving priority to 
traffic streams containing buses fitted with transponders.  

Access restrictions, with exemption for buses and taxis, have been introduced in the central area 
substantially reducing traffic on many streets and discouraging cross city movements. 

5. Pedestrian Facilities 

General traffic has been restricted on some city centre street and the main shopping area has 
been fully pedestrianised. 

 

Recently adopted measures and future projects  
 
Strong land use policies continue to seek to contain the growth of Oxford within its Green Belt 
and to direct expansion of employment and housing towards four Country Towns that have good 
public transport links to Oxford. The aim is to balance the number of jobs and number of workers 
in these towns through the control of land allocations. In Oxford there are currently more jobs 
than workers, with the result that about half of all jobs in Oxford are taken by people living outside 
the city..  

Two of the County Towns have long established passenger rail services to Oxford whilst stations 
were re-opened and rail passenger services were re-established to a third. All have frequent high 
quality bus services to Oxford.  

The popularity of Park and Ride and expansion of commercial activity in Oxford has led to the 
need to expand provision. This is currently being pursued..The building of more remote Park and 
Ride car parks is also envisaged, especially at the Country Towns.  

 
 Oxford was used as the test bed for a Battery Electric Bus Service between 1993 and 1998. Four 
specially built 18-seat buses operated a shuttle service on a 5 km route between the railway 
station, the city centre and University. Considerable experience was gained in their operation, 
and they were very popular with passengers and drivers alike. The experiment was terminated 
due to the financial difficulties of the Oxfordshire County Council. Nevertheless the experiment 
had shown that battery buses were a viable proposition and suited the particular circumstances of 
short regular shuttle services within historic city centres.  

The deregulation of public transport in 1986, with companies being privatised, triggered lively 
competition. This upsurge in bus activity following de-regulation, resulted in a doubling in the 
number of buses in the city centre, to the detriment of pedestrian conditions and the general 
environment. Now, one bus company operates most of the rural services whereas the other 
operates all  Park & Ride services. Both companies operate on city routes and the London 



express services. The bus friendly environment with the exceptional growth in bus passengers 
has allowed the bus companies to invest in new buses so that Oxford has one of the youngest 
bus fleets in the Country. Many are super low floor, wheelchair accessible, single deck (30-43 
seats) buses.  

Following government clearance of the technology, camera enforcement of a “Bus Gate” that 
protects the central area and, in particular, the bus priority route from general traffic but allows 
through buses taxis and emergency vehicles has recently been introduced. Introduction of a “Low 
Emission Zone” is under consideration. It is expected that this could result in requirements for 
some vehicles, especially buses entering  central Oxford needing to meet higher emission 
standards. 

Commercial and retail expansion of central Oxford is continuing with a major redevelopment 
scheme involving a major national retailer having recently been approved. 

 

Evaluation  
The whole approach has proved very successful. Over the thirty years that the strategy has been 
in place, there has been no growth in city centre traffic flows; despite population expansion in 
Oxford and the sub-region area of over 17%, doubling car ownership, and increased commercial 
and retail activity in the city centre.  
At the same time and, and against the national downward trend since the deregulation of buses in 
1986, bus journey within the city, excluding Park & Ride trips, has risen by about 80%. Park & 
Ride usage has almost doubled and operates largely without subsidy. 
It is essential to point out that car restraint has not damaged to the economic vitality of the city 
centre: retail floor space has increased by an estimated 15% since 1973, and Oxford has one of 
the lowest shop vacancy rates (less than 2% in 1997) and highest rental charges in the country 
outside central London. The University and businesses have continued to expand, and there is 
certainly no suggestion that restricting cars and car parks in the centre of the city has a 
detrimental effect on tourists; a high proportion of whom use Park & Ride (41% of car users).  

 

Conclusion 
Experience in Oxford of over 30 years of car restraint is relevant to cities of  the 21st Century for it 
shows that urban traffic levels can be stabilised and a city remain economically vital and attractive 
without being car-dependant. Also there is clear evidence that creating a consistent pro-public 
transport environment with an integrated land use strategy, bus priority systems and car restraint 
measures, enables high quality subsidy-free bus services to flourish.  
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