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If we are to address climate change, “Level up” our 
regions and counties across the UK, the way we 
travel will need to shift.

We’re already making changes to the transport 
system to tackle emissions and reach net zero.  
But everyone will need to play their part for us  
to succeed.

This poses a serious challenge to county and 
rural councils – delivering local schemes that are 
responsive to local needs for populations spread 
out across large areas is no mean feat.

For example, CCN research has shown that the 
decline in funding for buses since 2009 has 
been steepest in county/rural areas. Now, just 
16% of all passenger journeys made by local 
bus (in England) take place in county areas, with 
passenger journeys being almost three times 
higher nationally per person compared to shire 
counties.  Bus services in rural areas cost far more 
to run per mile, and providing demand-responsive 
services is proving very challenging. These issues 

have only been exacerbated by the  
Covid-19 pandemic.

But these challenges are not going to deter CCN 
member councils from delivering local transport 
projects and improving infrastructure and, as 
this important research shows, residents clearly 
believe local councils are best placed to do so. 
 
As transport authorities, we need to do as much 
as possible to ensure that we provide reliable 
transport infrastructure – to change the way we 
travel and support “Levelling Up”, reducing  
carbon emissions while helping people access 
new opportunities.

There is clearly an appetite for change.

But while this research found much of the public 
wants to see improvements to public transport 
services, only a handful of county and unitary 
authorities received government funding for their 
Bus Service Improvement Plans. This outcome 
left many authorities with a plan to improve bus 
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services in their areas but no funding to implement 
it, demonstrating that a system of bidding for 
funding is not helpful and risks creating unfair 
outcomes across the country.

That’s why we need further devolution of powers 
and funding to local transport authorities, with equal 
priority given to rural and urban areas. This will 
give transport authorities much more opportunity 
to think creatively and put forward innovative, 
local solutions. The Devolution Framework, and 
the current raft of County Devolution Deals under 
negotiation, will provide an opportunity to show 
how much can be done when more freedom is given 
to councils to ‘drive’ the modal shift from private 
vehicles to public transport that will benefit the 
climate change agenda and be more  
energy efficient.

The findings of this research are timely and provide 
further evidence to turbo-charge the devolution 
agenda. We need to equip local transport authorities 
with the powers and funding they need. The new 

government must expand the opportunity for 
devolution to all of England, allowing us all to 
capitalise on the momentum to deliver real change 
in local transport services and reach our net  
zero targets.
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 1CCN/County APPG. Reversing the decline in rural buses (2020) http://www.countycouncilsnetwork.org.uk/download/3294/

Introduction

As we begin to see more scrutiny over the 
public purse in post-Covid Britain, we may see a 
proportion of funding diverted away from large, 
strategic transport projects.

We need a step-change in our relationships with 
privately owned cars if we are to reach our net 
zero targets.

We need to get people walking and wheeling 
more to accelerate modal shift. These cheap, 
accessible ‘forms of transport’ improve health and 
well-being while protecting the environment, and 
our wallets. In addition, by providing the first and 
last step of the journey, they also support the use 
of public transport.

“Our research shows the public would 
back local transport schemes in their 
area to support this step-change.”

As an industry we must work together to bring the 
public with us on this journey.

Copper has interviewed over 2,000 people 
to better understand public attitudes to local 
authority-led transport projects, enabling us to 
tailor communications strategies that can help 
overcome barriers to development.

As part of this research, we’ve identified nine key 
personas that can play important roles in the 
planning process.

We partnered with the County Councils Network 
on this report because of the ever greater role 
that local authorities play in delivering transport 
projects that impact how we live, work, and play.

Tom Bennett 
Copper Consultancy’s  
Associate Director, Transport
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Key findings

Local councils are best 
placed to deliver local 
transport projects

The public is most 
dissatisfied with local 
road infrastructure

60% 
Agree

Dissatisfied with local roads

Dissatisfied with public transport

Dissatisfied with cycle paths

Dissatisfied with pedestrian routes

35% 

26% 

21% 

18% 

31% 
Don’t know

9% 
Disagree
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Most people would support 
improvements to public transport, 
pedestrian routes, and cycle paths 
near them

The public perceive a lack of funding 
and understanding of community 
travel needs to be the two main 
challenges facing local authorities

71% 
Support public transport

69% 
Support pedestrian routes

57% 
Support cycle paths

43% 
Said one of the biggest 
challenges is a lack of 
financial resources to 
deliver a scheme

35% 
Said a lack of 
understanding about 
community travel needs 
and requirements is one  
of the biggest challenges
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The public wants help in 
understanding the transport sector
More than 1 in 3 people said they have “very little 
knowledge” about what’s going on in UK.  
16 per cent went as far as to say they “don’t know 
anything” about it.

However, 14 per cent of people are knowledgeable 
about the sector and spend time reading news 
about it – good news for local authorities looking to 
engage with their communities about transport  

improvement schemes. We’ve taken a deep dive 
into this group’s data to profile them, aiding your 
search for engaged demographics.

Which one of the following best 
describes your knowledge of the UK 
transport sector, if any?

I’m knowledgeable about UK transport,  
I spend time reading news about the sector

I’m aware of what’s going on in UK transport but I 
often need others to explain things about projects

I have very little knowledge about 
what is going on in UK transport

I don’t know anything about UK 
transport but I’d like to learn more

I don’t know anything about UK transport 
and I have no interest in finding out more

None of the above

14%

31% 

34% 

6% 

10% 

5%
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Engaged demographics

Profile
We’ve identified the most engaged group – across 
a range of demographic factors – to help identify 
effective engagement strategies.

“I’m knowledgeable about transport”

Gender 
Male - 19%
Female – 9%

Annual household income 
Over £75,000 - 26%
£65,001 to £75,000 – 22%
£45,001 to £55,000 – 15%

Age 
25 to 34 – 18%
16 to 24 – 15%
45 to 54 – 15%

Housing 
Part own / part rent – 23%
Own it outright – 17%
Live here rent-free – 14%

Employment 
Employed full time - 17%
Student – 14%
Self-employed / freelancer – 12%

Length in property 
Less than 3 months – 31%
3 to 6 months – 18%
3 to 5 years – 17%
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Journey times, jobs and  
public transport matter most...

Around 1 in 3 people said improving journey times would 
make them more likely to support a scheme. 30 per cent 
said creating local jobs, skills and supply chain opportunities 
is the priority, aligning with the Government’s commitment 
to bring economic opportunities to regions across the UK.

An additional 30 per cent said improving public transport 
is key. 

Improved journey times 

Created local jobs, skills and  
supply chain opportunities 

Improved access to public transport 

Improved sustainability and air quality 

Connected where people  
live to where they work 

Got cars off the road 

33%

23% 

Minimised environmental impacts 

Attracted investment in  
the local economy 

Minimised construction impacts 

Delivered meaningful  
community engagement 

I don’t know 

Nothing would make me most 
likely to support the project 

Other (please specify) 

30%

24%

22% 
22% 

30%

19% 
14% 

10% 
7% 

5% 

<1% 

If a local transport improvement scheme 
was proposed in your area, what things 
would make you most likely to support the 
project? If the proposed scheme...  
(Tick up to 3)
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...and local councils are  
best placed to deliver projects

Around 60 per cent agreed that local councils, 
not central Government, are best placed to 
deliver local transport projects. Less than 1 in 
10 disagreed.

Within this group of potential supporters, 
72 per cent of adults aged over 65 agreed with 
the statement. This figure stands at 65 per cent 
for those aged 55 to 64 and 58 per cent for 35 
to 44-year-olds.

This feeling is particularly strong in the South 
West (70 per cent), North East (66 per cent), and 
East of England (65 per cent).

To what extent do you agree or disagree 
with the following statement? 
Local councils, not the government, are best 
placed to deliver local transport projects.

Strongly agree

Somewhat agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly disagree

21% 

39% 

32% 

6% 

2% 

Potential supporters 

Profile
We’ve identified the most likely to support 
demographics to help identify effective 
engagement strategies.

“Local councils are best placed”

Gender 
Female - 61%
Male – 60%

Annual household income 
Over £75,000 - 67%
£55,001 to £65,000 – 67%
£15,001 to £25,000 – 66%

Age 
Over 65 - 72%
55 to 64 – 65%
35 to 44 – 58%

Housing 
Own it outright - 65%
Buying it with the help of a 
mortgage / loan – 63%
Rent it – 56%

Employment 
Retired - 71%
Self-employed / freelancer – 65%
Employed full time – 60%

Length in property 
11+ years - 63%
6 to 10 years – 62%
3 to 6 months – 62%
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People are unsure if local  
transport schemes will benefit them

With 31 per cent of people saying they 
think improvements to their local transport 
infrastructure won’t benefit them, it seems like 
previous attempts to convince much of the 
public that such projects will benefit them have 
been ineffective. Tried and tested engagement 
strategies can play a crucial role in turning 
these people into advocates.

We’ve profiled this potentially 
challenging group to help you develop 
effective strategies for engaging  
with them.

To what extent do you agree or disagree 
with the following statement? 
Improvements to my local transport 
infrastructure will not benefit me

11% 

20% 

33% 

25% 

11% 

Strongly agree

Somewhat agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly disagree

Potentially challenging group 

Profile
We’ve identified the demographics most likely  
to oppose projects – across a range of  
demographic factors – to help identify effective  
engagement strategies.

“Local schemes won’t benefit me”

Gender 
Male - 35%
Female – 28%

Annual household income 
£45,000 to £55,000 - 36%
£25,001 to £35,000 – 34%
£35,001 to £45,000 – 34%

Age 
25 to 34 - 44%
16 to 24 – 33%
35 to 44 – 33%

Housing 
Part own/part rent - 40%
Buying it with the help of a 
mortgage / loan – 36%
Own it outright – 29%

Employment 
Employed full time - 36%
Self-employed / freelancer – 35%
Employed part-time – 32%

Length in property 
7 to 11 months - 44%
3 to 6 months – 42%
1 to 2 years – 36%12



Different areas support  
different types of projects

71% 
Support public transport

69% 
Support pedestrian routes

57% 
Support cycle paths

Belfast:
Public transport: 79%
Pedestrian routes: 77% 

Cycle paths: 66%

Edinburgh: 
Public transport:  78% 
Pedestrian routes: 78% 

Cycle paths: 66%

London:
Public transport: 68% 
Pedestrian routes: 66% 
Cycle paths: 55%

Map of support 

Birmingham: 
Public transport: 68%
Pedestrian routes: 71%
Cycle paths: 55%

Bristol: 
Public transport: 70% 

Pedestrian routes: 57% 

Cycle paths: 59%

Cardiff :
Public transport: 75%
Pedestrian routes: 68% 

Cycle paths: 62%

Manchester: 
Public transport: 67% 

Pedestrian routes: 62% 
Cycle paths: 54%
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Local roads have the greatest 
opportunity for improvement...

More than 1 in 3 people (35 per cent) are 
dissatisfied with their local road  
infrastructure, with 12 per cent saying they  
are “very” dissatisfied.

We’ve looked into the demographics of this 
group of potential partners to help you 
engage with them early on, de-risking the 
planning process by identifying risks  
and opportunities.

Generally, how satisfied or dissatisfied 
are you with the following elements of 
your local travel infrastructure? 
Local Roads

Very satisfied 

Fairly satisfied 

Neither satisfied 
nor dissatisfied 

Fairly 
dissatisfied 

Very  
dissatisfied 

7% 

26% 

23% 

12% 

Potential partners

Not applicable 2% 

Profile
We’ve identified the most dissatisfied group as 
they could offer unique insight into local issues.

“I’m dissatisfied with local roads”

30% 

Gender 
Female  - 38%
Male – 33%

Annual household income 
£55,001 to £65,000 - 46%
£45,001 to £55,000 – 40%
£35,001 to £45,000 – 40%

Age 
Over 65 - 44%
55 to 64 – 38%
45 to 54 – 37%

Housing 
Own it outright - 36%
Buying it with the help of a 
mortgage / loan – 36%
Rent it – 36%

Employment 
Retired - 43%
Self-employed / freelancer – 39%
Employed part-time – 37%

Length in property 
11+ years - 39%
6 to 10 years  – 38%
3 to 5 years – 34%14



...and the public want  
to see investment

The vast majority of people (75 per cent) 
would support road improvement schemes if 
proposed near them. Only 4 per cent would 
oppose them.

We’ve profiled these potential supporters 
to help you develop targeted engagement 
strategies that make the best use of this.

If the following transport 
improvement projects were 
proposed near you, which schemes 
would you support or oppose? 

Potential supporters 
“I’d support local road schemes”

39% 

36% 

21% 

2% 

1% 

Strongly support

Support

Neither support 
nor oppose 

Oppose

Strongly oppose 

Profile
We’ve highlighted the most supportive group to 
help you capitalise on this sentiment.

Gender 
Female - 78%
Male – 73%

Annual household income 
£55,001 to £65,000 – 87%
Over £75,000 – 79%
£35,001 to £45,000 – 79%

Age 
Over 65 - 86%
55 to 64 – 81%
35 to 44 – 74%

Housing 
Own it outright - 79%
Buying it with the help of a 
mortgage / loan – 79%
Rent it – 72%

Employment 
Retired - 85%
Self-employed / freelancer – 75%
Employed full time – 75%

Length in property 
11+ years - 79%
6 to 10 years – 77%
3 to 5 years – 73%
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Wildlife and nature 
are the main concerns

The public considers a negative impact on local 
wildlife (36 per cent) and nature (34 per cent) to 
be the two main drivers of opposition to projects 
proposed in their area.

We’ve profiled this potential opposition to 
help you proactively engage with them, reducing 
the risk of protests while enabling meaningful 
conversation and stakeholder-led improvements to 
projects, particularly around biodiversity net gain.

If a local transport improvement scheme 
was proposed in your area, what things 
would make you least likely to support the 
project? If the proposed scheme...  
(Tick up to 3)

Had a negative impact on local wildlife

Had a negative impact on local nature 

Created additional noise

Was too close to my property

Required use of my land 

Disrupted my local area during construction

36%

23% 

Changed my access to roads, pathways 

Visually changed my local area 

I don’t know

Nothing would make me least 
likely to support the project 

Other (please specify) 

34%

26%

20% 
19% 

27%

18% 
9%

8% 

1%
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Potential opposition 
“I’m really concerned about nature”

Potential opposition
“I’m most worried about wildlife”

Profile
Here, we’ve looked into the demographics of the 
most potentially challenging group to aid effective 
early engagement.

Profile
We’ve honed in on the most potentially challenging 
group to help de-risk your transport schemes.

Gender 
Female - 40%
Male – 31%

Annual household income 
£55,001 to £65,000 - 39%
£15,001 to £25,000 – 38%
£45,001 to £55,000 – 37%

Age 
55 to 64 - 44%
Over 65 – 39%
45 to 54 – 34%

Housing 
Buying it with the help of a 
mortgage / loan - 39%
Own it outright – 36%
Rent it – 35%

Employment 
Retired - 40%
Unemployed, not looking  
for work – 40%
Self-employed / freelancer – 39%

Length in property 
6 to 10 years - 38%
11+  years – 38%
3 to 5 years – 36%

Gender 
Female - 38%
Male – 31%

Annual household income
£25,001 to £35,000 - 37%
£15,001 to £25,000 - 37%
£35,001 to £45,000 - 35%

Age 
Over 65 - 40%
55 to 64 – 39%
45 to 54 – 36%

Housing 
Rent it – 36%
Buying it with the help of a 
mortgage / loan – 36%
Own it outright – 34%

Employment 
Retired - 42%
Self-employed / freelancer – 41%
Employed part-time – 35%

Length in property 
6 to 10 years – 37%
11+  years – 37%
1 to 2 years – 34%

2022 Public Attitudes to Local Transport 

17



Funding, understanding and  

perceptions of local opposition are the 

main challenges facing local authorities

43 per cent of the public said a lack of financial 
resources is one of the main challenges.

More than 1 in 3 people (35 per cent) said it was a 
lack of understanding about the travel needs and 
requirements of the local community. We’ve taken 
a deep dive into the data to profile this group, 
helping you identify potential partners.

Although the majority of people would support 
upgrades to roads, public transport, pedestrian 

routes, and cycle paths near them, over 1 in 
3 respondents (35 per cent) said people not 
wanting them built in their area is one of the main 
challenges facing local authorities. With the right 
amount of data, local authorities would be well 
placed to deliver targeted educational campaigns 
for this potential opposition – better aligning 
local perceptions to support while enabling 
additional buy-in. 

Lack of financial resources to deliver a scheme 

Lack of understanding about community 
travel needs and requirements 

People not wanting these projects 
built in their local area

Overly bureaucratic planning system

Winning support from local 
communities and residents  

Lack of expertise to deliver a scheme  

43%

26% 

Disinterested local communities and residents

I don’t know 

I don’t consider there are any biggest challenges 

35%

30%

21% 
19% 

35%

10% 
5% 

In your opinion, what are the 3  
biggest challenges facing local 
authorities in the development of local 
transport improvement schemes, if any? 
(Tick up to 3)

Other (please specify) 1% 
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Potential opposition
“People don’t want them in their area”

Potential partners 
“Understanding local travel needs is key”

Profile
We’ve highlighted the group most likely to believe a 
lack of understanding is the biggest challenge as they 
could offer unique insight into communication issues.

Profile
Here, we’ve identified the main group who thinks 
local people don’t want new schemes – as this 
misunderstanding of support can lead to opposition.

Gender 
Female  - 39%
Male – 32%

Annual household income 
£35,001 to £45,000 - 40%
£55,001 to £65,000 – 39%
Over £75,000 – 39%

Age 
35 to 44 - 37%
16 to 25 – 37%
55 to 64 – 37%

Housing 
Buying it with the help of a 
mortgage / loan - 39%
Own it outright – 36%
Rent it – 34%

Employment 
Employed part-time - 42%
Self-employed / freelancer – 37%
Retired – 36%

Length in property 
1 to 2 years - 42%
3 to 5 years – 37%
6 to 10 years – 36%

Gender 
Female  - 37%
Male – 33%

Annual household income 
Over £75,000 - 44%
£25,001 to £35,000 – 38%
£55,001 to £65,000 – 35%

Age 
Over 65 - 38%
16 to 24 – 36%
25 to 34 – 34%

Housing 
Own it outright - 37%
Part own / part rent – 37%
Buying it with the help of a 
mortgage / loan – 36%

Employment 
Employed part-time – 38%
Retired – 37%
Employed full time – 36%

Length in property 
3 to 5 years - 36%
11+ years – 36%
1 to 2 years – 35%
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Case study 1 - County deals
In February 2022, the Government published its 
flagship Levelling-Up and Devolution White Paper 
at the same time inviting nine county areas to 
begin negotiating devolution deals, known as 
‘County Deals’. Transport has featured heavily in 
initial negotiations, and the councils involved in 
the negotiations have put forward a range of asks 
for increased freedoms and flexibilities around 
transport. These include: 

The ability to introduce bus 
franchising in order to  
allow councils to stipulate 
routes, fares and frequency.

Priority for new rail 
partnerships to open closed 
branch lines and stimulate 
local economic growth.

Multi-year financial 
settlements for  
various upgrades to  
existing infrastructure.

Devolution offers the opportunity 
for councils to be given powers, 
flexibilities and funding that will allow 
areas to tailor solutions that will best 
meet the needs of their local residents 
and businesses and therefore produce 
the best outcomes. Government must 
increase the pace of rollout of devolution across 
England so that all areas can start to improve the 
transport offering in their areas.

MAKE
BIG SAVINGS BY

BUS
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MAKE
BIG SAVINGS BY

BUS

Case study 2 - Cornwall council
Improvements to the public transport network 
in Cornwall have been at the heart of devolution 
since the Council signed their first devolution 
agreement with Government in 2015, leading to:

The creation of its innovative 
Transport for Cornwall to 
integrate and unify public 
transport delivery under one 
single brand and timetable

More recently, the Council 
has led efforts to make it 
much easier for residents and 
tourists to travel by bus and 
launched a new bus fares pilot 
in April 2022[1].

The scheme means that fares are now on average 
a third cheaper, and also has introduced 
new ‘cap and tap’ technology. This 
means that users will never pay more 
than £5 per day, or £20 per week, no 
matter how many journeys they make. 
Passenger tickets are also interchangeable 
between any of Cornwall’s bus operators meaning 
multi-journey trips are much more convenient. 
Investment also means that the bus fleet is among 
the newest in the country, and bus stops with real 
time passenger information makes the network 
more accessible and easier to use. 

[1]  https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/council-news/transport-streets-and-waste/minister-praises-cornwall-s-bus-fares-pilot-for-
cutting-residents-travel-costs/ 
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Conclusions
Public attitudes to the key 
benefits and drawbacks of local 
transport projects are diverse, 
as are the challenges facing 
local authorities. 

There is a lot of support, 
particularly for improvements 
to roads, public transport, 
pedestrian routes, and cycle 
paths. But this is threatened 
by a general lack of knowledge 
about the transport sector.

We cannot assume apathy will 
turn into support.
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Contact Tom Bennett, Associate Director of Transport 
at Copper Consultancy, to find out more about Copper’s 
work with local authorities:  
Tom.Bennett@CopperConsultancy.com

Recommendations
Don’t go it alone

As transport projects create local jobs, skills and 
supply chain opportunities, there is a lot of support for 
them. Demonstrating these partnerships goes a long 
way in making the case for projects.

Anticipate and address issues early 

Impacts on wildlife and nature are considered to be 
the most important issues. Working collaboratively 
with those most likely to hold these views can help 
you deliver schemes that are both responsive to local 
needs and future-proof. 

Build trust through  
two-way communication

Assume you need to repeat, repeat and repeat 
to audiences in the way they want to consume 
information and be prepared to listen and respond.

Don’t let misunderstanding create avoidable 
opposition

Strong support for transport schemes is out of step 
with public perceptions of opposition to them and 
could be a barrier to development. Raising public 
awareness of local support might help de-risk projects.
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copperconsultancy.com

Join the debate  
and have your say
Follow @CopperConsult on Twitter  
and @CopperConsultancy on LinkedIn 

About Copper
At Copper, we combine insight, intelligence and 
creative communications expertise to deliver 
measurable impact for our clients. For more than 
25 years, we’ve helped pave the way for some of 
the most ambitious, society-changing projects 
UK-wide and supported clients corporately to 
achieve their business objectives.  

For more information
Tom Bennett 
Tom.Bennett@CopperConsultancy.com
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