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What if I told you that the most 
urgent sustainability and equity 
challenge in transport today… 
isn’t passengers

it’s freight?



Surprised?

• Freight doesn’t often make headlines.
• It doesn’t vote. 
• It doesn’t complain when the bus is late. 

And yet, freight is everywhere - all around us, all the time - quietly 
shaping how our cities function and how our lives unfold.



The freight blind spot

Photo by Mathias Reding on Unsplash 

Photo by Max Wang from Pexels

Source:Unsplash 

https://unsplash.com/@matreding?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/a-delivery-truck-driving-down-a-street-next-to-tall-buildings-vrdJntVE_1c?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/a-delivery-truck-driving-down-a-street-next-to-tall-buildings-vrdJntVE_1c?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash


The freight blind spot



The freight blind spot

A lorry enters the narrow streets of Mullion (Image: Debbie Cheesman-Knaggs)

Source: Lorry driver wedges 13-ton HGV in narrow alley after blindly following satnav | Daily Mail Online

Source: How HGVs are destroying Britain’s villages – the Telegraph

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2051302/Lorry-driver-wedges-13-ton-HGV-narrow-alley-blindly-following-satnav.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2051302/Lorry-driver-wedges-13-ton-HGV-narrow-alley-blindly-following-satnav.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2051302/Lorry-driver-wedges-13-ton-HGV-narrow-alley-blindly-following-satnav.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2024/11/06/hgv-lorries-britain-countryside/


These are not marginal issues. 

These are symptoms of a system 
we all depend on, but rarely see.



The problem: a system out of sight and control

• Unseen
Freight has little visibility in public transport discourse.

• Unplanned
Urban freight systems have grown organically, shaped by market forces, not public strategy.

• Unsustainable
Carbon-intensive, congested, and increasingly inequitable.

If freight were visible, it could become a pillar of climate action, social inclusion, and urban 
resilience.

But right now, it remains a system out of sight, and out of control.



We’re not just failing to manage this 
system. 

We’re barely even acknowledging it.



Why it matters: Climate and Equity on the line
Domestic greenhouse gas emissions from road transport 
(Official Statistics, 2022) Table 1: Domestic and international greenhouse gas emissions (MtCO2e) for the United 

Kingdom by transport mode, 1990, 2021, and 2022 (ENV0201) 

Freight: about 1/3 of 
total domestic GHG 
emissions from road 

transport

+106% over the last 25 years Last-mile deliveries - the very final leg of the supply chain and include the 
delivery of goods (or a parcel) that come from the final sorting office or fulfilment 
centre (e.g., local warehouse) to the customer (e.g., retailer or end-consumer in 
case of online shopping/home deliveries). 

Transport type 1990 2022 after 32 years:

Total transport (domestic and international) 152.9 148 -4.9

Total domestic transport 129.3 113.2 -16.1

Cars and taxis 72 59.6 -12.4

HGVs 21.3 19.1 -2.2

Light vans 11.5 18.6 7.1

Buses and coaches 5.3 2.6 -2.7

Motorcycles and mopeds 0.7 0.5 -0.2

Rail 2 1.5 -0.5

Domestic aviation 1.5 1.1 -0.4

Domestic shipping 8.5 5.3 -3.2

Other non-road transport 6.6 4.5 -2.1

International aviation 15.5 28.5 13

International shipping 8.1 6.3 -1.8

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/energy-and-environment-data-tables-env#:~:text=ENV0201


The UK has the third-largest e-commerce 
market globally, following China and the US

- ~ 60 million eCommerce users in the UK - 

expected to increase to 1 million by 2025.

- 63% of UK adults in 2024 still prefer to do 

their food shop online rather than in store.

- People in the South-West have the biggest 

preference for online shopping, with 1 in 5 

make all of their purchases online.



What about deliveries? Some numbers…
- 46.4% of UK consumers shop online because of home delivery
- 40% of e-shoppers choose home deliveries because of FREE delivery.
- 75% value retailer’s consideration for the environment – and sustainability in 

its actions, products, and services – being the reason they would choose to 
shop with them.

- 54% regularly return products, and 32% sometimes do — nearly 9 in 10 
shoppers experience returns. 

- 50% consider same-day delivery important - a substantial portion of UK shoppers 
believe that if an order is placed before 4:43 PM, it should be delivered the next 
day.

However…

https://internetretailing.net/data-home-delivery-is-primary-reason-for-46-4-of-uk-shoppers-to-buy-online/
https://internetretailing.net/data-home-delivery-is-primary-reason-for-46-4-of-uk-shoppers-to-buy-online/
https://www.gwp.co.uk/guides/ecommerce-statistics/#:~:text=General%20Delivery%20Statistics,a%20parcel%20the%20same%20day.&text=A%20similar%20number%20%E2%80%93%2054%25%20%E2%80%93,all%20shipments%20within%20the%20UK.
https://www.gwp.co.uk/guides/ecommerce-statistics/#:~:text=General%20Delivery%20Statistics,a%20parcel%20the%20same%20day.&text=A%20similar%20number%20%E2%80%93%2054%25%20%E2%80%93,all%20shipments%20within%20the%20UK.
https://www.gwp.co.uk/guides/ecommerce-statistics/#:~:text=General%20Delivery%20Statistics,a%20parcel%20the%20same%20day.&text=A%20similar%20number%20%E2%80%93%2054%25%20%E2%80%93,all%20shipments%20within%20the%20UK.
https://www.gwp.co.uk/guides/ecommerce-statistics/#:~:text=General%20Delivery%20Statistics,a%20parcel%20the%20same%20day.&text=A%20similar%20number%20%E2%80%93%2054%25%20%E2%80%93,all%20shipments%20within%20the%20UK.
https://analyzify.com/statsup/uk-ecommerce
https://analyzify.com/statsup/uk-ecommerce
https://www.gwp.co.uk/guides/ecommerce-statistics/#:~:text=General%20Delivery%20Statistics,a%20parcel%20the%20same%20day.&text=A%20similar%20number%20%E2%80%93%2054%25%20%E2%80%93,all%20shipments%20within%20the%20UK.
https://www.gwp.co.uk/guides/ecommerce-statistics/#:~:text=General%20Delivery%20Statistics,a%20parcel%20the%20same%20day.&text=A%20similar%20number%20%E2%80%93%2054%25%20%E2%80%93,all%20shipments%20within%20the%20UK.


Houston, we have a problem!



Where we are going wrong (and why)

• Transport planning focus on mobility of people vs mobility of goods. 

• National government provides targets, but unclear guidance or 
regulatory support.

• Local authorities lack powers, capacity/capabilities for freight planning.

• Freight is seen as “someone else’s problem” – no one fully owns it.

• Lack of national and local DATA on freight movements.

Paddeu, D. (2025). Decarbonising last-mile deliveries: When the national strategy fails to meet local needs and expectations. Transportation 
Research Part A: Policy and Practice, 195, 104435.

Start with the problem.
We can’t jump into solutions without understanding the problem.

Fragmented governance: no one "owns" the freight system.



Where we are going wrong (and why)
Tech hype vs. system change: Drones, EVs, AVs on headlines.

• We’re ignoring systemic issues: sprawl, poor consolidation, unjust labour 
conditions, lack of infrastructure.

• Swapping a diesel van for an electric one doesn’t solve congestion, equity, or 
land-use conflicts. It just electrifies the status quo.

Who can afford the transition?

• Drone delivery governance is fragmented and unprepared.

• Policy must balance innovation with public good, addressing environmental, 
safety, and equity risks.

Are drone deliveries solving real problems - or simply adding complexity, 
cost, and risk to an already under-pressure logistics system?

Paddeu and Beyazit (2025)



Where we are going wrong (and why)
It’s a private sector concern: businesses will sort it out.

• Freight shapes how people access food, medicine, 
clothes, books - everything that makes daily life 
possible. 

• Access to goods is a public interest. 

If we keep treating freight as someone else’s problem, we’ll 
keep building cities that don’t work for people - and 
systems that work brilliantly for parcels, but badly for 
everyone else.



A call to rethink freight

What do we need?
• Mainstream freight in climate and transport policy.
• Design for access to goods, not just people’s 

movement.
• Place-based solutions that reflect diverse urban, 

rural, and peri-urban needs.
• Integrated planning across transport, logistics, land 

use, and digital infrastructure.
• Inclusive engagement: bring in underrepresented 

voices - residents, small businesses, informal 
workers.

Embed more freight thinking into policy and 

planning.

https://uwe-repository.worktribe.com/index.php/output/11751967/triple-access-planning-for-uncertain-futures-a-handbook-for-practitioners



A quiet revolution

Freight is silent, invisible, and overlooked, until it fails. 

If we want a climate-just, inclusive future, we can’t afford to ignore the 
systems that move the things we depend on.

It’s time for a quiet revolution.
One that makes freight visible, planned, and sustainable.



Thank you!
daniela.paddeu@uwe.ac.uk    

mailto:daniela.paddeu@uwe.ac.uk
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