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  Over much of the world and in most of its cities the liberator, like many successful revolutionaries, is increasingly becoming an oppressor. Cars have reshaped landscapes and
  societies, killed millions through accidents and pollution, gobbled up scarce resources and marginalised the poor.


  
    Geoffrey Lean, Independent on Sunday, 21 January 1996
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  CHAPTER ONE


  Cars R us

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  


  This book does not blame car drivers for the state were in. After all, anyone in a vehicle can be driven mad, every day, by the traffic. Cars are expensive to buy,
  insure and maintain; petrol is expensive; cars get broken into; parts are expensive; cars fail the MoT; no-claims bonuses are scrapped; other peoples cars make you late; theres
  nowhere to park; other people inspire road rage; drivers cant drink; cars get written off . . . Buses clog up the roads. Buses dont even turn up. Taxis disappear when its wet,
  sunny, late  or theres a big game on the box. Cycling isnt safe. The roads are dangerous . . . But the biggest problem of all is that there are just too many other people on
  those roads.


  Traffic jams are so much a part of urban life that few road users expect to arrive in the time a journey ought to take. For most drivers its a miracle when you find a car-parking space
   and the right coins to pay for it. Author Emrys Jones puts this frustration well: No one has driven at snails pace through London, already late for an appointment and with no
  guarantee of a parking place at journeys end, without cursing the road system; no one has approached Caracas or Rio through the awfulness of their shanty towns without wondering why they are
  tolerated; or seen the street-sleepers in Calcutta  or those under Charing Cross Bridge, for that matter  without being convinced that man has made his own hell.1


  The new improved hell came to our capital on 21 April 1997. London ground to a halt, with total city gridlock and queues on all the main routes into the capital. This mother of all rush-hour
  traffic jams, sparked by an IRA bomb scare, showed a society addicted to car ownership what twenty-first-century idling was going to be like. And it didnt like it.


  But how can we expect to unclog roads now that three out of four people rely on their car for all journeys?2 Although there are more than twenty-seven
  million cars registered in Britain, there could be forty million on the road by 2025.3 Each August, when the registration letter changes, more than 450,000
  new cars are snapped up.4 In August 1997, when the UK was still releasing new numberplates annually, 526,000 new cars were bought. Thats enough to
  bring a six-lane LondonEdinburgh motorway to a standstill. By the time there are thirty-four million cars on the road, that imaginary motorway parking lot will be 140 lanes
  wide.5


  More worryingly, cars  or rather the fossil fuels which power them  account for at least 22 per cent of the UKs carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions. As CO2
  is one of the key greenhouse gases, traffic is clearly a major cause of global warming, the terrifying problem which threatens to change the worlds climate irrevocably, bringing a nightmare
  of climate disasters for future generations.


  Yet at the same time as the effects of traffic pollution are becoming better known, such as the increases in asthma and other respiratory problems, many companies are using ever more
  sophisticated marketing skills to shift cars and lobby for bigger roads. Brazil expects to see its home car market double to 2.7 million sales a year by 2004; the total growth for the South
  American region could be five million.6 Car sales in India are growing at about 26 per cent each year  as a result Calcutta looks set to build six
  new flyovers and ban non-polluting cycle rickshaws to ease congestion in the city.7


  The vested interests of the motor industry mean that time and again pollution figures are deliberately fudged. For example, Britain has repeatedly argued against tightening EU standards on
  vehicle emissions and fuel quality. In exasperation a confidential EU report finally did the dirty on the UKs clean, green image. Far from making Britain the clean man of
  Europe, John Majors government has repeatedly argued against key measures needed to further reduce the dangerous pollutants being spewed into the air from car exhausts. The Danes,
  Germans, Swedes, Austrians and Finns are the real clean men. In dealing with traffic pollution, this report shows Britain still languishing towards the bottom of the European
  league,8 commented Friends of the Earth transport campaigner Roger Higman, in response to a leaked report, in spring 1997.


  Right to drive


  We all want to drive, we all have a right to drive: and thats the problem. Congestion during the morning and evening rush hours  that growing time between 7 and 10
  a.m. and 4 and 7 p.m.  already affects every urban centre. Rural traffic is set to see yet more snarl-ups, often on roads with just a handful of passing-places. Despite this, anyone with a
  set of car keys  at seventeen, if youre lucky enough to pass your test first go and have access to wheels  knows the world gets a lot more interesting in a car. For women
  its freedom; for men a babe magnet  a factor Jeremy Clarkson never fails to exploit in his testosterone-charged reports for the massively popular TV shows Top Gear and Motor
  World. You can flash a snazzy model; take off when you want (rather than wait for a lift); impress a hot date; buy heavy stuff at the supermarket; arrive late; leave early; drive to the golf
  course or the seaside; shift furniture; save on train fares; say goodbye to the bus; drive around Europe or hire a car anywhere in the world . . . the possibilities seem limitless.


  Thats why, if you ask people what theyd do if they won the Lottery, most start their shopping list with a new motor  even highly paid footballers. West Ham midfielder
  Frankie Lampard Jr drives a BMW Compact, but if he won the Lottery he claims hed Get my mum and sister new cars  then get myself one, too! His colleague, full-back Tim
  Breacker, has a Renault and a similar mindset. The first thing Id buy if I won the Lottery would be the biggest, fastest, largest, most powerful and expensive car on the
  market.9 Many footballers do just that anyway.


  This human urge to make life easier and faster  and to flash cash  has resulted in an explosion of car use. The American taste for massive gas-guzzlers, measuring so many more
  square cubic metres than European and Pacific Rim models, must be due to that nations unquestioning assumption that a big man has a big car. Which is why cars are so useful for social
  deceit, as Desmond Morris explains: The really serious status climber . . . [needs] the genuine article, and must always go one step further than he can afford . . . If he can afford a small
  motor car, he buys a medium-sized one; if he can afford a medium-sized one, he buys a large one; if he can afford a single large one, he buys a second car as a runabout; if large cars become too
  common, he buys a small, but wildly expensive foreign sports car; if large rear-lights become the fashion, he buys the latest model with even bigger ones to let people behind know he is in
  front, as the advertisers so succinctly express it. The one thing he does not do is to buy a row of life-sized, cardboard models of Rolls-Royces and display them outside his
  garage.10


  Nowadays advertisers market cars as more than a status symbol, suggesting that the model for you is the one that will reflect your personality. As an eye-catching ad for one of Renaults
  new-generation cars, the Mgane Scenic, points out: Got a life? Get a car to put it in. This car allegedly talks your language. Talking to your car? Come on, no
  one does that, do they? Still, if you dont mind the silence you could always go for Hondas new CR-V, which considers itself the ultimate recreation vehicle, boasting a
  sixteen-valve fridge, shower and picnic table. With such a machine theres probably no need ever to get out of it, whichever beauty spot you drive to. The car has become a womb with a view.
  And we pamper it like a baby: buffing, waxing and polishing. We are the mother and valet  steaming the wheel arches, shampooing the door pads, adding trims, personalized numberplates and air
  fresheners. When its scratched we get road rage. When its criticized for causing asthma, pollution, noise and death, we defend it. Cars R us.


  Election drive


  Hence New Labours 1997 election strategy deliberately targeting car owners. The impetus came from the man behind the Labour steering wheel, leader Tony Blair, after
  canvassing an electrician polishing his Ford Sierra during the 1992 election. Will you vote Labour? asked Blair. The electrician claimed he couldnt: yes, he used to vote
  Labour, but planned to vote Tory now he was a home owner. For Blair this was a road-to-Damascus moment. He realized that, if Labour was going to get into government, then it was going to have to
  win back voters with a smart car parked in their own drive.


  Dutifully the Walworth Road campaigners broke down the electorate into votes behind the wheel: writing-off Rolls-Royce men as Tory, Lada owners as Lib Dem and Citron 2CV drivers as Greens.
  This left New Labour to concentrate on winning the confidence of everyone else, from Sierra and Mondeo owners to Galaxy Man execs with their new multi-purpose vehicles.11 Confused? Well, Stephen Bayley, using knowledge gleaned as motoring correspondent of the mens magazine GQ, shows why the choice of the 30,000
  Galaxy shouldnt have been a surprise: If the Galaxy was a person it would be a fortyish graduate given to wearing deck shoes (probably with socks) at weekends, buying wine at Oddbins,
  chinos from Gap and possessing committed views on child-rearing, forests and third world debt. The Galaxy is New Labour on wheels.12


  Theres no conspiracy, people are not being conned  people want to get in cars, explains Kerry Hamilton, Professor of Transport at the University of East
  London.13 The people being asked to give up their cars dont want to inconvenience themselves by using public transport. Its made all
  the more hard because they often only get status from their car. They dont get status through their job, their home or their education. If you have money you buy respectability with a
  Rolls-Royce. Further down the line you get a second-hand BMW.


  Hamilton has been poking holes in our craze for private car use for years  shes done it for academics; shes done it with books, like her Women and Transport; and on
  Channel 4 with an expos of Beechings motives for axing the railways, in Losing Track, shown in 1984. In the 1970s people like me were seen as woolly hats, and more so
  the people in the fifties and sixties. Even now there are still people who say, My life is impossible without a car. Thats as irrational as saying, My life is impossible
  without slavery, says Hamilton, but certainly the road lobby is still convinced that the car is the saviour of the nation.


  Thats why she feels that changing peoples driving habits is not about getting the arguments right, weve done that. Whats needed is a critical mass of people
  who operate together and lobby politicians for less cars. People making the most noise get the most attention.


  Thats why time and again guides like The Car, the Environment and the Economy, produced by the Retail Motor Industry Federation, try to out-protest the protesters with calls for
  even-handed reporting of facts not fiction. The federation argues that not only is the car essential to society but that the motor industry has made major efforts to fight pollution
  by reducing the amount of harmful emissions from car exhausts in recent years. The car has done more to improve the quality of life than any other invention in the past century. It provides
  the freedom, flexibility, convenience and comfort matched by no other form of transport . . . There is a direct linkage between GDP and the number of vehicle journeys. Greater economic activity,
  which creates more jobs and greater wealth, also creates the need for transport. Without a well-planned and maintained road system the nations prosperity will be harmed.14 But as Mini-driver Mandy Rice-Davis might have pointed out, they would say that, wouldnt they?


  A recent Sun editorial underlined this mood after Deputy Prime Minister John Prescott backed a report which suggested doubling fuel prices to drive cars off the road and reduce pollution.
  You cant force people to give up cars . . . People will use whatever form of transport suits them best. Its called freedom of choice.15 Until we start thinking differently, for most people freedom of choice equals a set of car keys. But its a false argument: the average car costs at least 3000 a
  year to keep on the road;1 they are a major noise nuisance day and night; they can only be driven by those with a licence (which means children are denied
  that freedom of choice, as are many older people); they make people sick; they aggravate asthma; they kill passers-by, passengers and other drivers; they pollute and choke our cities;
  they spoil the peacefulness of our countryside; and they keep on adding to the problem of global warming. Even so, we couldnt live without them. Could we?


  First love


  The car affair started well . . . The chairman of the Daimler Motor Company could boast on May Day 1896: We are celebrating the birthday of [one of] the most wonderful
  industries that God has ever blessed mankind with . . . since the world began . . . each large town will have its own factories, and Nottingham carriages will vie with Birmingham carriages for
  lightness, elegance and speed.16


  The car was not a British invention. There are tales that Leonardo da Vinci sketched a horseless carriage, and many people believe the original concept dates back to the Chan dynasty, more than
  three thousand years ago. So theres a certain irony that China has until recently been the country which swore by pedal power. In Germany Carl Benz and Gottlieb Daimler, each working
  independently but inspired by the bicycle and carriage trades, developed a car chassis. Yet it was a Parisian firm, Panhard and Levassor, which took up a licence to manufacture a V-twin engine,
  subsequently patented by Daimler in 1889. Car production had started. Around the same time groups that have become household names, like Peugeot and Renault, also got in on the act. As a result, by
  the start of the twentieth century France was the worlds leading car maker. And Paris was the undisputed capital of the automobile world.17


  Coventry became Britains first motoring city. Daimler was founded there in 1896 and produced Britains first cars in 1897. The same year speed limits were changed, allowing cars to
  travel at 14 mph  previously it was 4 mph in the country, 2 mph in towns. The British motor industry grew from the success of the earlier cycle boom. Five major bicycle manufacturers,
  Humber, Sunbeam, Singer, Rover and Hillman, shifted their interest to cars. Britain was Europes biggest motor-producing country in 1932, when she overtook France, staying in pole position
  until 1955. In 1950 Britain moved ahead of America to become the worlds largest exporter of motor vehicles. In 1968, when British Leyland Motor Corporation was formed, it was fifth in world
  terms behind the American big three and Volkswagen. By 1987 the UK built 1.2 million cars but had slipped to fifth in the European production table, behind Germany, France, Italy and Spain. The
  next year it was ninth. The rise and crashing fall of Britains motor industry has been well charted.


  During those early years motorists had to fight for the right to drive. The venerable RAC was an early road campaigner although it began as an exclusive membership club in 1904. Meanwhile, the
  AA, according to author Mark Liniado, was formed in 1905, with the primary aim of subverting police traps.18 However, as time passed the AA
  developed a more citizen-friendly approach with the erection of road signs all round Britain, naming towns and villages as well as providing distances to the next village, a practice also adopted
  by the Cyclists Touring Club. Their dedication paid off: nowadays driving is seen as normal behaviour and those challenging road-building or the right to drive as deviant.


  There was even a national church-led celebration of the cars centenary, held at Coventry Cathedral because of the citys historic links with car-manufacturing. The start of the
  service backfired when smoke from the 1897 Coventry Daimler left the congregation coughing and choking as it was driven down the aisle. And to make matters worse the Provost, the Very Reverend John
  Petty revved up the service by asking Gods forgiveness, in the first prayer, for the environmental pollution from exhaust fumes, the relentless encroachment of new roads into our
  countryside and the appalling toll of death and injury.


  Then a protest from a naked woman, daubed with anti-car slogans, put the brakes on car worship  as another naked lady, Lady Godiva, had protested a thousand years earlier. Angel, as the
  twenty-eight-year-old called herself, disrupted a display of the classic Jaguar E Type and Hillman Imp to shout out: The motor car is a killing machine! You are killing each other and you
  are killing the next generation. I am here to mourn the death of my mother and the seventeen million people killed directly by the motor car. And to remember the mothers who have lost their
  children, the orphaned children, our brothers, sisters, fathers and friends. Mother Earth forgive us.


  Perhaps the thousand car worshippers, who included the classic-car aficionado Prince Michael of Kent, felt Angel had a point on that bitter January day. The only light moment was when a
  gang of Coventry University students, banging together car parts as instruments, chorused: The car has another dimension Im almost too modest to mention. Its a boudoir for
  lovers who smooch on the covers and sometimes destroy the suspension.19


  The challenge, now, is to find ways of getting our car-mad society out of its cars. Alternative and cheap transport methods, escalating petrol prices and guilt trips compete against the might of
  the road lobby, sophisticated car ads and the sheer convenience of your own wheels. Can we put a metaphorical bomb under car culture? Yes, some small changes by drivers could make roads less
  congested and street life better (and there are many ideas about this in these pages), but there are also strategic changes which need to be tackled, many at government level. Thats why,
  from the anti-car lobbys point of view, its poetic justice that Parliament Square, which faces the Houses of Parliament, is one of the most polluted spots in Britain.20


  
OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
WHO’S DRIVING CAR CULTURE?

The Estate We're In

NICOLA BAIRD

‘Beat the gridlock with this catalytic joyride of a book’ George Monbiot





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/1.jpg
Nicola Baird

The Estate We'reIn

Who's Driving Car Culture?

")

PHOENIX





