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Abstract 

Transport is a significant and growing contributor to climate change. To stay within 'safe' 

global warming guardrails requires substantial cuts in greenhouse gas emissions. This 

represents a global political consensus, but there is evidence that current legislation in the 

transport sector is not significant enough to achieve medium- and longer-term reduction 

goals. In focusing on the European Union, this paper investigates the perspectives of twelve 

policy officers in three Directorates-General (MOVE, CLIMA, ENV) of the European 

Commission with regard to their understanding of mitigation goals and timelines, 

responsibilities for policy development and implementation, and perceived efficiencies of 

these policies to achieve climate objectives in the transport sector. Results indicate diverging 

and common views on climate policy goals and political responsibilities, as well as barriers to 

policy-making, including lack of political leadership on climate change mitigation, resistance 

from member states, the favouring of economic growth over cuts in greenhouse gas 

emissions, pressure from industry and lobby groups, preferential treatment of aero- and 

automobility over more sustainable transport modes, policy implementation delays, 

insufficient forecasting and monitoring tools, and an overreliance on technologies to 

contribute to emission reductions. In offering a view inside the 'black box' of transport policy-

making, the paper reveals fundamental institutional (structural) and individual (agency-based) 

barriers that will have to be overcome if significant emission cuts in the transport sector are to 

be achieved. 

 

1. Introduction 

Transport in the European Union (EU28) continues to grow (EC 2015a): in the period 1995-

2013, average annual growth in passenger transport in the EU was 1.0%, totalling 6,465 

billion passenger kilometres (pkm) in 2013, or 12,700 km per person. Air and sea transport by 

EU28 citizens outside the EU are not included in these transport volumes. In the EU, transport 

accounts for 31.6% (348.5 Mtoe) of final energy consumption (1,104 Mtoe), out of this 82.8% 

is a result of road transport and 13.2% of intra-EU air transport. Notably, the share of 

transport emissions increased from 18.8% in 1990 to 25.3% in 2012, while the share of 

emissions from non-transport sectors declined. In the future, continued growth in transport 

volumes and associated emissions is likely: passenger car numbers, for instance, increased 

from 163.6 million in 1990 to 248 million in 2013 (EC 2015a). With regard to aviation, 

Airbus (2015) expects passenger growth in the order of 3.8% per year in Western Europe, 

North America and Japan, measured in revenue passenger kilometres (RPK), for the next two 

decades. Similar expectations have been formulated by Boeing (2015). IATA (2011) projects 

16 billion passengers by 2050, compared to 2.8 billion in 2011. Even if growth was lower 

than these projections by industry, transport’s share in EU28 emissions will very likely 

increase and make it difficult to reconcile growth with climate policy (e.g. Bows and 

Anderson 2007; Chèze, Chevallier and Gastineau 2013; Kousoulidou and Lonza 2016). 

 

Within the European Union, pledges have been made to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases 

(GHG) by 20% by 2020, and 40% by 2030, compared to 1990. Furthermore, the EU has 
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voiced ambitions to implement at least a 27% share of renewable energy sources in its final 

energy consumption, and to achieve at least a 27% improvement in energy efficiency, below a 

‘business-as-usual’ scenario (EC 2015b). The European Environment Agency (EEA 2015a) is 

tracking these targets and concludes that GHG emissions have already declined by 19.8% 

below 1990 levels, i.e. they are in line to achieve a 24% reduction by 2020, more than 

necessary to meet mitigation commitments (20% by 2020). A critical assessment of the EEA 

report reveals, however, that the influence of economic growth as a driver of emission growth 

has been negative or neutral in most years of the assessed period (2005-2013), while there are 

also economies that have experienced reversing emission trends. Germany, for instance, with 

a self-declared goal of a 40% emission cut by 2020 in comparison to 1990, has recorded 

growing annual GHG emissions in the years 2012 and 2013 compared to 2011 

(Umweltbundesamt 2015). Compounding this, measures in the EU to reduce emissions are 

likely to have had a comparably low or even negative cost in the last decade, and these costs 

are going to increase significantly over time (IPCC 2014). Consequently, there is evidence 

that a continuation of decarbonisation pathways may be complicated by various factors. 

 

Even though these issues are not acknowledged by the EEA (2015a: 10), the organization 

does emphasize that “member states…will have to increase considerably their efforts to meet 

longer-term energy and decarbonisation objectives for 2050”, noting that reductions between 

2030 and 2050 will have to be three times steeper than reductions between current and 2030 

levels (Figure 1), in a situation where mitigation becomes increasingly expensive. As outlined 

by the EEA, a major obstacle to achieving longer-term overall mitigation objectives will be 

transport, as emissions from this sector have increased – not declined – by 19.4% between 

1990 and 2013. Compounding this, the EEA outlines that GHG emissions covered by the EU 

Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS) are essentially from industrial installations, i.e. largely 

irrelevant for the transport sector. The EEA emphasizes, however, that the EU ETS has 

covered emissions from intra-EU aviation since 2012, and concludes that further reducing 

emissions from transport will require mitigation actions at the national level, driven by a mix 

of EU policies.   

 
Figure 1: Emission reductions pathway, EU28  

Source: EEA 2015 
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Official pledges of emission reductions by the European Commission (EC 2015a) for the 

European Union can thus be compared with mitigation pathways outlined by the EEA 

(2015a), and goals specified in the 2011 Transport White Paper (EC 2011). While the EEA 

seems to expect the EU ETS to achieve the greatest share of overall emission reductions in the 

short-term future (63% of needed cuts in the period 2013 and 2020), the European 

Commission (EC 2015a) highlights that transport emissions would have to fall by 67% by 

2050 compared to 2012 in order to meet the Transport White Paper (EC 2011) transport 

emission reduction objectives for 2050, defined as a 60% decline in GHG emissions 

compared to 1990 (see also EEA 2015b). Given EU28 ambitions to reduce overall emissions 

by 80% by 2050, this implies that the transport sector will make a smaller contribution to 

decarbonisation than other sectors. Yet, the current view by EEA (2015a) is that transport 

emissions will decline by only 0.7% per year between 2013 and 2020, as a result of ‘key EU 

policies’ including biofuels, infrastructure charging for heavy goods, mobile air conditioning, 

CO2 from cars, clean and energy-efficient road transport, and CO2 from vans.  

 

In comparison, the EC (2015a) in summary has implemented transport policies as follows: 

 

 Aviation has been included in the EU Emissions Trading System (ETS); 

 A strategy is in place to reduce emissions from cars and vans, including emissions 

targets for new vehicles; 

 A strategy for reducing heavy duty vehicle fuel consumption and CO2 emissions; 

 A target is in place to reduce the greenhouse gas intensity of fuels; 

 Rolling resistance limits and tyre labelling requirements have been introduced and tyre 

pressure monitors made mandatory on new vehicles; 

 Legislation encouraging national authorities to deploy gas and electricity 

infrastructure; and, 

 Public authorities are required to take account of lifetime energy use and CO2 

emissions when procuring vehicles. 

 

In summary, the EU currently relies on two major legislative instruments to reduce emissions, 

i.e. the EU ETS, imposing caps on CO2 emissions of large emitters (Directive 2009/29/EC), 

as well as legislation for sectors not covered by the EU ETS on a national level, covering 

transport (Decision 406/2009/EC). While inclusion of aviation in the EU ETS limits the 

impact of additional growth in this sector by forcing other sectors to reduce disproportionally 

greater emission volumes, the system only covers intra-EU air travel. With regard to other 

legislation, measures as currently implemented or planned for the period 2013-2020 appear to 

be solely focused on technological innovation, with no specific consideration of either 

market-based initiatives including taxes and duties (carbon pricing) to initiate changes in 

transport use, or stripping away fossil-fuel subsidies. Yet, both of these have been singled out 

as key issues that would have to be addressed in order to significantly reduce fossil-fuel 

dependencies and emissions of GHG (IEA 2015; IMF 2015; OECD 1999, 2008, 2015). 

Concerns that current policy measures are not far-reaching enough have been voiced 

frequently, and it has been noted that fundamental barriers to achieving longer-term climate 

mitigation objectives in the transport sector still remain (e.g. Anable et al. 2012; Banister 

2008, 2011; Chapman 2007; Marsden and Rye 2010).  

 

Analyses of this impasse have had a starting point in the observation of an ‘implementation 

gap’ (Banister and Hickman 2013), defined as an insufficient transfer of scientific knowledge 

into policy-making and implementation. The implementation gap also inspires this paper, 

which seeks to better understand reasons for the absence of credible decarbonisation policies 

in the EU transport sector. So far, obstacles have been identified in the societal and political 
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focus on ecological modernization and neoliberal governance, i.e. belief systems comprising 

elements of future technological breakthroughs and significant voluntary behavioural change, 

which are approaches that have been questioned in terms of their relevance in contributing to 

significant emission reductions (Barr et al. 2010; Chapman 2007; McKercher et al. 2010; 

Higham et al. 2014). Forms of neoliberal governance have also been linked to ‘transport 

taboos’ (Gössling and Cohen 2014), defined as decisions that constitute a risk to political 

decision makers because they would initiate fundamental change and thus upset ‘order’, i.e. 

existing power structures. Taboos have been discussed as cognitive and affective barriers to 

the decarbonisation of transport systems, including in particular the industry-led discourse 

that decarbonisation is in progress on the basis of technological innovation. Yet, if taboos 

cannot be overcome, this will confirm ‘path dependency’ and social lock-in in the transport 

sector, i.e. a situation where actions of the past condition future outcomes, and where 

alternative futures become impossible (Hall 2013; Imran and Pearce 2015; Schwanen et al. 

2011).  

 

These apparent contradictions in transport policy demand a better understanding of transport 

governance structures, that is, the “regimes of laws, rules, judicial decisions and 

administrative practices that constrain, prescribe, and enable the provision of publicly 

supported goods and services” (Lynn et al. 2001: 7). The transport system in the EU is shaped 

at various levels, including local and regional administrations, national governments, and the 

European Commission’s Directorates-General (DGs). At this highest supranational level, EU-

wide climate policy strategies are developed, and recommended to member states. Climate 

policies of the EU are documented in the 2030 Climate and Energy Framework agreed by the 

European Council (EC 2015b). This Framework does not include transport-specific targets, 

which are instead set out in the European Commission’s Transport White Paper (EC 2011). 

Transport is a sector relevant to the work of different DGs, and transport governance in the 

EU consequently involves multiple actors in an institutional network of organizations 

comprising governmental and non-governmental entities with potentially contradictory goals.  

 

As Marsden and Rye (2010) emphasize, given observed growth trends in transport, this is a 

sector in which cutting absolute emissions is fundamentally more difficult than most other 

sectors, requiring action at all levels of government. Although the supranational governance 

levels of the EU has the potential to critically influence governance at all levels, there is a 

notable gap in research discussing the internal workings of transport policy-making in the 

European Commission. This is despite considerable literature exploring the European 

Commission’s internal operations and the dynamics of EU policy processes more generally, 

including decarbonization in other sectors (e.g. Dupont and Oberthür 2015; Hartlapp, Metz 

and Rauh 2014; Kassim et al. 2013). This research consequently addresses the perspectives of 

policy officers across three DGs of relevance to the transport sector, with a specific focus on 

climate policy. Within the policy cycle, it primarily seeks to understand how policies are 

developed, but also considers their implementation and evaluation (Howlett, Ramesh and Perl 

2009), and whether within these components there are barriers to effective transport policy. 

Findings are discussed against the background of observed ‘implementation gaps’ and ‘path 

dependency’, with the overall goal to discuss whether there may be further obstacles, whether 

those be institutional (structural) and/or individual (agency-based), than the affective and 

cognitive barriers identified in earlier research.  

 

2. Method 

In order to gain insights into the internal workings of transport policy-making processes in the 

European Union, twelve semi-structured interviews were carried out with policy officers in 

three DGs: CLIMA, MOVE and ENV. DG CLIMA is responsible for the formulation and 
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implementation of climate policies and strategies, including the EU ETS, and the monitoring 

of national emissions by EU member states (EC 2015c). DG MOVE defines its objectives as 

to promote mobility that is “efficient, safe, secure and environmentally friendly and to create 

the conditions for a competitive industry generating growth and jobs” (EC 2015c, no page). 

DG ENV sees itself as responsible for EU policies on the environment, also controlling that 

member states apply EU environmental law correctly (EC 2015d). A limitation of the research 

design is that the analysis relies on the perspectives of DG policy officers, excluding potential 

interviewees from other institutional backgrounds who are involved in the EU governance 

network (e.g. Members of European Parliament, industry stakeholders). 

 

An initial contact in one of the three DGs was the starting point for a snowball sampling 

approach, in which each respondent was asked to provide new potential contacts for 

interviewees from within the European Commission who would have a relevant point of view 

on climate change policy and transport. These were contacted on a rolling basis, and a 

date/time for a telephone interview was agreed upon with those willing to be interviewed. The 

sample is therefore not representative of the three DGs, as interviewees were selected based 

on the recommendations of other interviewees, with the exception of the initial contact. While 

other DGs, such as DG GROW are relevant to climate policy for transport, the snowballing 

technique did not lead to interviews beyond DGs MOVE, CLIMA and ENV. The distribution 

of interviewees between the three DGs is furthermore uneven, and their roles within the DGs 

vary, but all are relevant to the design and implementation of transport and climate policy 

within their respective DG, as opposed to contributing to policy coordination between DGs. 

Further detail of their specific distribution and role is withheld for purposes of anonymity, as 

discussed below. 

 

Interviews were carried out in the period November 2014 – August 2015, and lasted between 

20 and 40 minutes. All interviews followed the same interview programme. After an 

introduction of the researchers and their respective universities, the topic of the research was 

introduced in a general way (“EU climate policy with regard to transportation”). Respondents 

were assured anonymity, including assurance that any quotes would be anonymous, and job 

roles would be omitted. Interview questions covered employment length in the respective 

DGs, educational backgrounds and current responsibilities, before focusing on more general 

aspects of EU transport policies. Questions included the main tasks of the respective DGs 

with regard to climate change mitigation in the transport sector, as seen from the viewpoint of 

the respondents; their view on mitigation goals within the DGs; whether the EU is on track to 

reduce emissions; responsibilities to implement EU climate policy; obstacles to achieving EU 

policy objectives, and suggestions as to how such obstacles may be overcome. A last question 

encouraged respondents to take up any issue that may have remained unaddressed. 

 

All interviews were digitally recorded and a blinded thematic analysis approach in manually 

interpreting the empirical material was used (Patton, 2002), which involved reducing the 

empirical material into categories guided by the participants' narratives and the identification 

of emergent themes (Miles and Huberman, 1994; O'Reilly 2005). ‘Analyst triangulation’ 

(Patton, 2002) was applied to ensure trustworthiness by checking for congruity of 

interpretations, blind spots and multiple ways of interpreting the empirical material (Lincoln 

and Guba 1985). This process involved an analysis of the material on an individual basis, with 

subsequent comparison and exchange of interpretations by the research team members. 

Through this process congruent interpretations were agreed upon and contrasting 

interpretations identified to enrich the analyses. Verbatim quotations from participant 

interviews were used in thematic interpretations in order to present the data extensively 

(Decrop, 2004). Included quotes were sent to the respective respondents to make sure they 
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considered themselves unidentifiable. This led to the further anonymization of the 

respondents’ respective DG, wherein respondents were pseudonymed as R1-R12. 

Respondents were finally sent a full first draft of the paper to comment on prior to 

submission, so as to further ensure the quality of the analysis and interpretation. Extensive 

sections of interviews have been included in the analysis to show variation and consensus in 

opinion, as well as complexities in the views expressed. The presentation of the empirical 

material is followed by a separate discussion section because it allows the reader to first 

consider the implications of a range of statements by the respondents, before their 

significance is discussed in further depth.  

 

Findings are presented within the conceptual framework of a ‘black box’, with the objective 

to generate new insights in transport policy-making processes within the European Union and 

to identify institutional (structural) and individual (agency-based) barriers to significant 

decarbonisation policies. The concept of a ‘black box’ is derived from system theory and 

modelling (e.g. Suykens and Vandewalle 1998), and resembles a system viewed in terms of 

inputs causally related to outputs, without knowledge of the system’s internal workings. Even 

though EU policy making has been investigated from a wide range of perspectives and 

disciplinary angles (e.g. Banister et al. 2000; Bart 2010; Michaelowa 1998; Kohler-Koch and 

Eising 1999; Richardson and Mazey 2015), this paper takes a different approach in that it 

investigates policy officers’ own viewpoints on the workings of EU policy making, thus 

providing a perspective from inside the European Union. 

 

3. Findings 

The findings indicate that all respondents had worked at least six months and up to 20 years in 

the respective DGs, and in most cases for several years. Even though the number of 

interviews conducted does not permit a comprehensive understanding of views and 

perspectives inside DGs, interview analysis suggests that there is considerable disagreement 

within the DGs as to: 1) how climate mitigation goals are defined; 2) whose political 

responsibility the development and implementation of mitigation policies is; 3) whether 

current and planned policies will be sufficient to achieve short- and longer-term climate 

change policy objectives; and 4) whether leadership on mitigation goals is sufficient. These 

four themes may be considered ‘internal’ policy issues, as they suggest that there is a degree 

of confusion between and within DGs regarding transport policy mitigation objectives, 

responsibilities, and strategies. With regard to what may be considered ‘external’ issues, there 

are common as well as differing perspectives between and within DGs regarding barriers to 

policy development and implementation. These include: 5) opposition from member states; 6) 

competing growth objectives; 7) pressure from industry and lobby groups; 8) preferential 

treatment of specific transport modes; 9) policy implementation delays; 10) lack of policy 

target monitoring; and 11) overreliance on (future) technology to solve the problem.  

 

1. No coherent understanding of mitigation goals and timelines 

Analysis reveals at least three different perspectives on mitigation goals exist, i.e. that there is 

no mitigation goal for transportation; that transport mitigation goals correspond to EU climate 

policy goals more generally; and that mitigation goals for transport are outlined in the 2011 

EU Transport White Paper (EC 2011). There are also different perspectives regarding 

timelines, that is, as to which mitigation goals need to be achieved over short (2020), medium 

(2030) and longer-term (2050) time horizons. 

 

R8 starkly reflected a perspective that no mitigation exist for transportation: 
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…your basic question was whether there was a specific transport related reduction 

objective and there is none – at least no legally or politically binding one as adopted 

by the Council or EU Member States.  

 

Sharing this view was R3, but with the caveat that this is not unique to the transport sector, as 

no sector has its own specific climate policies within the European Commission: 

 

I don’t think there is a particularly coherent EU transport and climate policy…we 

don’t have sector specific climate policies in my view in any sector as EU climate 

policy does not tend to have a sectoral focus.  

 

Diverging from this perspective, one respondent suggested that transport mitigation goals 

correspond to EU climate policy goals more generally, but was not able to specify what 

mitigation goals should be achieved beyond a short-term (2020) horizon. Further ambiguity 

derived from whether direction on decarbonization for the transport sector was to be taken 

from the Commission’s broader Low Carbon Economy Road Map (long-term), recent internal 

goals for 2030 (medium-term), or the short-term target: 

 

I think you could say that the long-term aspiration is set out in the Low Carbon 

Economy Road Map. And then of course we have recently adopted communications 

looking at 2030 and overall goals. And of course for 2020 there was the 20% 

reduction target that was adopted back in 2008. So you have sort of various goals 

over the short to long-term future. (R11)  

 

Both the perspectives that there is no mitigation goal for transportation and that transport 

mitigation goals correspond to EU climate policy goals more generally, overlook the 

mitigation goals that were set for the transport sector in the 2011 EU Transport White Paper, 

which was clearly articulated by R7: ‘The target we have fixed in the white paper is 60% 

reduction of CO2 by 2050.’ But another responded who remembered the goal differently 

suggested the same timeline sought a much higher percentage reduction: 

 

…our main targets are set out in the transport white paper…as a long-term target as 

the decarbonisation for 2050, just off the top of my head 85% and there are some 

more indicative targets for 2030 set for the different modes.  

 

While the causes for disagreement are not apparent from the interview material, to an extent 

variation may be due to interviewees differing in whether they point to indicative, aspirational 

or legally binding targets. Nonetheless, the findings suggest that across the DGs there is a lack 

of agreement as to what mitigation goals should be achieved by the transport sector, where the 

mandate to mitigate comes from, if existing at all, and over what timelines changes must 

happen. This is set within a context of split views over which DGs are responsible for policy 

development. 

 

 

2. Diverging views on responsibilities for policy development  

Interviews reveal widely divergent perspectives on responsibilities for developing climate 

policies for the transport sector, spanning agenda-setting, policy formulation and decision-

making (Howlett et al. 2009), which are either rejected or assumed by individual policy 

officers in the three DGs, though perspectives of shared responsibilities do also exist.  

Perspectives are not necessarily contradictory, however, as individual officers may refer to 

specific aspects of legislation.   
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Viewing policy responsibility for the natural environment as separate from that of climate 

change, R1 distanced DG ENV from responsibility for transport emissions: ‘DG ENV has no 

competence in the theatre of greenhouse gases, this is the field of DG CLIMA.’ This seemed 

to be a shared understanding by some: ‘…our [DG CLIMA’s] main task is of course 

development and implementation of the climate policy (R10). Yet as R9 voiced, ‘I think we as 

DG MOVE are the prime responsible of setting the overall [transport] policy.’ In contrast to 

DG MOVE taking responsibility for climate policy for transport, another respondent 

contradicted this view: 

 

I was happy that we had a clear and specific target finally for transport in the 2011 

White Paper, and when I saw that nothing was happening on our delivery to focus on 

achieving anything in that area, I did ask a number of people inside the DG [MOVE] 

and some of the people who were closest said it’s the responsibility of DG CLIMA, 

which is an unbelievable answer. (R12) 

 

These perspectives suggest that there is a considerable lack of clarity between policymakers 

within DGs CLIMA and MOVE as to who is responsible for the development of climate 

policy for the transport sector. This may be because DG MOVE, despite seeing itself as 

setting the overall transport policy, feels partially absolved from addressing climate policy 

due to the explicit focus on climate change in CLIMA. This is also evidenced by the 

respondent from DG ENV who viewed greenhouse gases as the domain of CLIMA, thereby 

artificially divorcing climate change from the wider domain of environmental issues. 

 

R11 and R2 offered differing, more complex views, explaining how the responsibility is 

shared among multiple DGs, but mainly CLIMA and MOVE, while referring to specific 

aspects of legislation: 

 

DG Climate Action [CLIMA] of course is responsible for various pieces of legislation, 

like aviation within the ETS and the road vehicle CO2 regulations, and fuel 

regulations. But then DG MOVE has a certain responsibility in terms of other 

transport policies at EU level. …So I think you could say shared between the 

Commission and the member states, but actually within the Commission it’s largely 

DG MOVE and DG Climate Action that share that responsibility... (R11) 

 

…for transport it’s shared between DG MOVE to some extent the former DG 

ENTERPRISE - now DG Grow - and DG CLIMA…but at least three are mainly in the 

driving seat for implementation of climate policy... (R2) 

 

Given the complexity of a policy field in which there are various sub-sectors, and policy 

mechanisms ranging from command-and-control to market-based and voluntary measures, it 

is evident that, overall, policy officers lack a clear understanding of the distribution of 

responsibilities for developing climate policy for the transport sector. In addition to 

disagreement over who is responsible, for how much, and by when, policy makers 

furthermore varied widely in their opinions as to whether existing policies would be effective. 

 

3. Effectiveness of policies to achieve emission reduction goals 

A key question is whether EU policies will be effective in achieving emission reductions in 

line with decarbonization goals. Widely varying perspectives exist in this regard, which is 

notable because it shows a lack of internal consensus over whether policy progress on 

transport climate goals has or will be sufficient. A limitation here is that policy efficacy in 



 9 

terms of variation by DG cannot be compared, by highlighting which interviewees are 

speaking on behalf of which DGs, as doing so could jeopardize anonymity.   

 

Policy officers stated that they are unable to judge mitigation policy efficiencies (e.g. ‘To be 

honest I don’t know’ (R3); that policies are uncertain; unambitious; or the opposite, certain to 

be successful. Several policy makers expressed uncertainty and skepticism with regards to 

meeting deadlines, the suitability of objectives, and whether policies would be implemented 

by member states: 

 

I think we are not on track when it comes to the deadlines, maybe because of the 

economic crisis, or we may have to revise some of the objectives in the light of 

concrete progress made so far. (R4)  

 

...we will need to see how those [policy initiatives] will be received by member states 

and how they will be implemented by the member states. But if you actually do ask for 

my assessment as we speak I would be relatively skeptical. (R8)  

 

This uncertainty was accompanied by a feeling that existing policies lack sufficient ambition, 

and are not aggressive enough: 

 

For the long-term targets I think it’s very hard to say, my personal honest opinion is 

that I still have a bit of an issue that the policies are still, let’s say, aimed at low 

hanging fruits. (R9) 

 

R12 was also doubtful that policies would be sufficient to meet the Transport White Paper’s 

(2011) goal of delivering a 60% reduction, questioning DG MOVE’s level of commitment to 

do so:  

 

I think we haven’t really got a proper understanding or strategy for the transport part. 

…60% greenhouse gas reduction target is the headline target in the White Paper, if 

you look into the reality of the work that DG MOVE has done since 2011 or the 

internal work to support the White Paper, I don’t think you’ll find any convincing 

strategy or commitment to delivering on the 60%.  

 

This questioning of the viability and effectiveness of the decarbonization strategy for the 

transport sector was not shared by all the policy officers. Others felt quite the opposite, 

although still set within the context of some uncertainty, such as R6: ‘…it’s difficult for me to 

judge the greater context as to how the overall targets are being achieved there but, but yes I 

would say yes...’ Others displayed far less doubt: 

 

Well the 2020 one is almost achieved…For 2030 we don’t really have the legislation 

in place yet, that’s something still under discussion or even to be proposed, but in 

principle I think it’s perfectly achievable, yes. (R11)  

 

Given diverging perspectives on mitigation objectives, this range of opinions may have been 

expected. It emerged that these varying opinions to some degree are linked to perspectives 

that the European Commission lacks sufficient leadership on transport emissions reduction. 

 

4. Insufficient leadership on delivery of emission reductions 

The final ‘internal’ issue that emerged, as outlined by various policy officers, is that problems 

persist with regard to leadership on multiple levels, i.e. both within DGs, between DGs, and 
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within the European Commission. R12 provided a detailed account of this perceived problem, 

both within her/his own DG, and at the broader level of the Commission: 

 

I’ve tried to ask that question [regarding leadership on emission reductions] inside the 

DG and it’s a completely unclear answer. …We also have a new Director General 

here as well since the spring…and also I still have not yet seen anything from him 

indicating any personal commitment or drive to deliver on the White Paper target.  

 

A lack of sufficient leadership was viewed as a significant obstacle for taking climate change 

policies forward: ‘…the EU has set itself many goals, many targets and the multitude of 

various policy objectives but to some extent there is insufficient coordination’ (R8). It was 

suggested that competing interests among ministers can slow progress and that a strong leader 

that can bring individual agendas in line with climate mitigation objectives was needed: 

 

…personalities take over and individual ministers like to think that their portfolio is 

more important than their rivals there so ultimately you need a strong person with 

oversight that can knock their heads together and make them listen... (R6) 

 

…if there was a style of leadership either from the Commission or the Director 

General that was really to give a strong kind of active policy direction that could 

change things around. If it was really made clear that this had to be done. (R12) 

 

However, it appears that the leadership needed to bring conflicting interests on transport 

decarbonisation, into harmony, at both intra- and inter-DG level, is presently lacking. The 

absence of leadership, however, is only part of the explanation for a lack of coordination and 

coherence in the approach to transport climate policy being taken by the DGs, as 

demonstrated by the other internal points of disagreement discussed above. Nonetheless, 

effective leadership remains a significant barrier to the co-ordinated development of a policy 

agenda for transport emissions reduction. But even if this were to be achieved, ‘external’ 

issues that affect both the development and implementation of policies remain. 

 

 

5. Opposition from member states 

Findings suggest that there is a challenge to gain buy-in from the individual member states, 

connected to a feeling that within the EU, member states show resistance to engage with 

emission reduction targets, partially as a result of a lack of an understanding of the 

seriousness of climate change, but partially also because economic growth is considered more 

important.  

 

R4 clarified how it is up to the European Commission to develop climate policy, but the 

implementation is up to the member states ‘playing ball’:  

 

…it’s the member state that need to achieve the goals, you can set a wonderful 

strategy but if the member states don’t play ball you will not achieve it. (R4) 

 

Explanations given for why member states may be reluctant to implement policies included 

both a lack of appreciation of the seriousness of climate change, and a desire to delay or 

disrupt targets because of competing objectives: 

 



 11 

I think that at the moment there is really a lack of understanding of the problem and 

although everyone speaks in general of climate change issues around the world, it still 

seems that in many countries the understanding is really limited. (R10) 

 

[There is] Interference from the member states. …in postponing and exerting political 

pressure to postpone targets. That there should be no targets at all. (R5) 

 

Interference from the member states on targets was perceived as largely stemming from a 

prioritizing of economic growth over mitigation goals. While it is likely that member states 

may also not implement transport climate policies for reasons such as resisting a feeling of 

being ‘dictated to’ by the EU, or because they believe that policy design and implementation 

will be more appropriate at more local or ‘lower’ levels, these explanations unsurprisingly did 

not emerge from perspectives internal to the DGs. However, the perspective that economic 

growth and mitigation goals are competing objectives was not exclusively associated with the 

member states, but was also evident within the DGs themselves. 

 

6. Competing growth objectives 

Interviews reveal considerable consensus that climate change mitigation goals compete with 

objectives of transport growth, which is viewed as closely linked to economic growth. 

Questioning of the assumption that transport growth and economic growth are closely 

correlated, or recognition that climate policy can drive innovation and positive economic 

impacts, were notably absent from the interview material. The primacy of economic goals 

versus mitigation ones was linked to the objectives of the particular DGs: 

 

Internally…you'll always get these diverse views of the importance of environmental 

actions…DG CLIMA, their number one goal is to have the minimal motor emissions, 

DG Enterprise their number one goal is to maximize industry. So you're always going 

to have these contradictory forces pulling in different directions there. (R6) 

 

It was suggested that policy officers focusing on transport policy gave too much primacy to 

economic objectives, at the expense of environmental and social concerns. This was 

considered a major obstacle to achieving climate objectives: 

 

…I think people that work in transport policy often see their job as facilitating 

transport, they don’t see it as managing transport within a wider set of social and 

environmental objectives. And I think that’s a big part of the problem in fact. (R11) 

 

Policy officers who took the view that emissions reduction should not come at the expense of 

economic growth offered justifications largely centred on the importance of industry in 

Europe remaining competitive. This varied across scale and transport mode. For instance, R4 

pointed to the importance of staying competitive with the Gulf airlines, who enjoy extremely 

low fuel prices, but also to the role of cars in society, in relation to public transport, which has 

implications for Europe’s car manufacturers: 

 

…there are problems of for example, the competitiveness of the industry like for 

example the aviation industry, aviation is under great pressure from other airlines, for 

example the Gulf airlines they pay next to nothing for their fuel and so there is a 

certain pressure to keep fuel prices low which is of course not in line with a necessity 

to give the right price signals to reduce consumption of fuel.  
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Then there's issues related to how public transport is organized and the public car in 

particular, so you'd need policies to reduce the use of the public car, this is also a 

contradiction of tension with the objectives to stimulate and support the car industry. 

…if you reduce transport the economy doesn’t grow. 

 

These concerns were encapsulated, particularly for DG Move, by R8, who summarized that 

the DG is concerned about mitigating emissions, but not at the expense infrastructure 

development, which was linked to Europe’s overall economic development: 

 

One of the main tasks of DG Move is to contribute to mitigation of greenhouse gas 

emissions and to devise transport policies such that this objective is achieved without 

hampering mobility and without hampering the further development of transport 

infrastructure which is important for the whole economic development of the union 

and its member states. 

 

It emerged, however, that the importance given to supporting industry, and hence economic 

objectives, over environmental ones, is to some extent driven by industry interest groups. 

 

7. Industry and lobby group influence 

Policy officers also expressed views that emission reduction policies are strongly opposed by 

industry and lobby groups, and consequently difficult to implement. R11 emphasized that 

‘[T]here are very powerful industries. That’s one clear obstacle.’ Decarbonization was 

viewed as a threat to some major players in the transport industry, such as the car industry, 

and is consequently resisted: 

 

…obviously there is simply an obstacle to overcome resistance from those who 

will…see themselves as losers of such climate change policies. I mean it might be 

another discussion whether this is right or wrong but obviously industry, car industry 

etc. come to mind. (R8)  

 

The DGs were criticized for being too susceptible to industry interests in the policy process, 

even in the absence of sound evidence: 

 

I think a big part of the problem is that politicians are too willing to listen to industry 

even if industry doesn’t come with good evidence, if they just come and complain that 

something is going to destroy their industry one way or another, politicians are too 

willing to listen to it. (R11)  

 

This is further complicated by the fact that DGs have to consider industry views from the 

outset, with a share of policy officers having been recruited from industry, although 

recognizing that policy officers coming into DGs CLIMA and ENV will often be from 

professional backgrounds likely to make them more sympathetic to environmental agendas. 

This may imply that industry perspectives already exist or even dominate views in DGs, 

especially DG MOVE, and provides further evidence that climate change is considered 

secondary to economic growth.  

 

DG MOVE is rather captured by industry interests. So it’s more following the 

transport industry’s line rather than being an impassionate regulator. I think DG 

MOVE is a bit scared of negative reactions from industry. …I used to think it was 

because you used to have a lot of senior people that were from the industry 

themselves, so of course if you are recruiting senior people from industry themselves 
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they come with a certain industry view… Really DG MOVE seems like a transport 

industry supporter…rather than being someone who should ensure the transport 

industry delivers on the needs of citizens or business or broader society or EU policy 

goals. (R12) 

 

This reflection on the internal composition of the DGs, particularly DG MOVE’s sympathy 

towards industry interests, is further complicated by the suggestion that the individual 

attitudes and behavior of policy officers themselves presents an additional barrier to the 

development of transport policies that may reduce emissions, but also threaten lifestyles that 

depend on cheap access to flying: 

 

...and of course many of us excessively travel a lot, many of us travel by plane 

excessively, so maybe that’s maybe one reason for the bias [of not focusing on policies 

for aviation]. There’s a huge focus on aviation here and that’s why I think it’s one of 

the most glaring examples of how you know we have a headline target for a 60% 

greenhouse gas reduction but on the other hand we’re overseeing a massive expansion 

and liberalisation of airports and aviation. (R12) 

 

The singling out of aviation as a ‘glaring example’ extended to a wider perception that 

aviation, for instance, enjoys unfair protection against mitigation policies compared to other 

transport modes. 

 

8. Preferential treatment of specific transport modes and the transport sector 

Policy officers express concerns with regard to issues around taxation of fuel and the 

perceived economic importance of certain transport modes resulting in an uneven playing 

field, with some transport modes viewed to be given special protection from emission 

reduction policies. There is a perceived lack of discussion of these issues within DGs: 

 

I see as an issue is always related to the pricing and there are certain things that are 

exempt for taxation the fuels in aviation, of maritime which make it just very hard to 

get a level playing field there between the modes in terms of cost of fuel. (R9) 

 

…no one is really challenging the thinking, so the fact that we have this taxation of 

fuels for road and rail but we don’t have taxation at all for aviation creating another 

huge imbalance, none of these interesting and big topics are really discussed 

internally. (R12) 

 

However, this is not viewed as exclusive to aviation or maritime transport, but as pertaining to 

more carbon intensive modes of transport more generally, including also road transport. Thus 

a contrasting view emerged that the road transport sector is too protected as well: 

 

…the road transport sector the infrastructures are undercharged perhaps more than 

other modes of transport and so you don’t create a level playing field between modes 

and it becomes very difficult to favor modes that are less carbon intensive. (R4)   

 

On a broader level, there is also an understanding that the transport sector should contribute 

less to emission reduction goals than other economic sectors. 

 

I’m also kind of amazed that the other industry sectors that are reducing emissions 

aren’t doing a more active campaign to say we don’t mind making our contributions 

but transport is getting an easy ride. If I was the electricity sector or I was the housing 
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sector, who are making significant investments and are on track to deliver their 

reductions, you know why don’t they say well you’re over-pressing us because 

transport is not contributing. (R12) 

 

Yet no explanation is offered as to why the transport sector should be allowed to lag behind 

other sectors in emissions reduction. Policy officers do, however, provide a number of reasons 

for why policy implementation is delayed. 

 

9. Policy implementation delays 

The analysis uncovers perceptions that bureaucratic processes within the EU and negotiations 

with external stakeholders, including member states, delay policy development and 

implementation. While this is likely not a barrier that is unique to the transport sector, it 

nonetheless emerged as a significant factor slowing progress. R10 provided insight into a 

roadblock hindering the development of a global market-based measure for aviation 

emissions: 

 

So next year…ICAO [International Civil Aviation Organization] is supposed to have a 

proposal for a global market-based measure which would address all international 

aviation emissions. …But I have to be very honest, the ICAO process is really slow 

and still at the moment there are quite different views of different states how to deal 

with that issue …the problems that we see and we face at the international level, the 

interests of different states and the different status of the aviation sectors, these are the 

main obstacles that are preventing us to develop very robust measures at ICAO that 

will be acceptable to all.  

 

This quote illustrates how the differing views of member states, industry interests, and extra-

EU stakeholders compound to delay policy implementation. But the delays are not just 

external, as internal negotiations and preparations are also viewed as a barrier slowing policy 

progress: 

 

…these are high level targets that we are mostly aiming at and of course, that requires 

rebalancing individual policies some of which are being implemented very effectively, 

some of which are getting stuck either in negotiations or in preparation. (R9) 

 

This policy officer further elaborated that the taxation of fuels is basically set at the level of 

member states and that consequently ‘…the EU just has very limited power…and it goes 

rather slowly or it’s blocked completely’, thereby preventing the pricing of fuels at ‘real 

costs’. The implications of this relate to the finding above on opposition from member states, 

illustrating how member states may not just have more appropriate ‘local’ policy solutions, 

but even access to tax and spending legislation levers that the EU does not. Policy proposals 

based on carbon pricing, which would be a key strategy in achieving reductions, thus cannot 

be advanced at the supranational level at all. 

 

While bureaucratic processes and external stakeholders were identified as a key dimension 

delaying policy implementation, the lack of ability to monitor targets and forecast emissions 

emerged as a further crucial issue. 

 

10. Lack of policy target monitoring 

Various policy officers outlined that there is a scarcity of data, and that it is difficult to know 

whether the EU is on track to meet targets. While this was invoked by interviewees as one 

barrier to effective climate policy for transport, overcoming this barrier through effective 
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monitoring does not suggest that the fundamental policy development and implementation 

barriers identified in other sections of this paper would be significantly easier to overcome. 

Indeed, pointing to a lack of effective target monitoring can be viewed as a way to escape 

responsibility for managing progress towards a target, i.e. shifting blame to a lack of 

measurement. This includes data that would might be generated internally, or by external 

sources, evaluating the effects of specific policies on reducing transport emissions: 

I think a big issue in transport specifically is that there is a limitation of the data that 

we have available, it is very difficult to extrapolate what a specific policy would 

[achieve]…because we just lack statistics, some things we just can’t count at the 

moment. (R9) 

This is applicable both to modeling emission pathways, as well as the accuracy of forecasts, 

given that the effect of different policy measures is unclear. R5 explained that the lack of 

accuracy in making forecasts is a further barrier to policy development: 

Forecasts…are more informed guesses than anything else, so if we have the target to 

reduce CO2 emissions by 2050 and this goal was set in 2011 in the Transport White 

Paper, it’s difficult to see how these targets can be met accurately. So maybe a lack of 

forecasting accuracy is also an obstacle. (R5) 

 

It was suggested that additional resource within the DGs was needed to overcome this barrier: 

 

A simple step would be to have someone whose job was to be modelling all the 

different steps we’re taking and working out whether we’re on track or not for the 

60% reduction target. It’s three years now since we published the White Paper, we 

should have analysis of the contribution that’s going to come from behaviour change, 

from efficiency improvements, from technology improvements, from infrastructure, we 

should have a clear modelling like they do for all the other industrial sectors of how 

we’re going to deliver. (R12) 

 

However it seems that rather than dedicating resource to modelling whether transport is on 

track to meet is reduction commitments, there is instead reliance within the DGs on a 

pervasive assumption that decarbonization obligations will be met through technological 

innovation. 

 

11. Overreliance on technology  

With regard to the policy strategies implemented to achieve emission cuts, policy officers 

suggested that these largely rely on technology change, even though it remains unclear 

whether this is a strategy that can contribute to significant emission reductions in the longer-

term future. As one respondent suggested, ‘I think you're very dependent on the market and 

entrepreneurs to really come up with new business models.’ (R9) 

 

One policy officer explained a tendency within the DGs to over-rely on ‘silver bullet’ 

technological innovations to mitigate transport’s emissions so that reduction objectives and 

timelines would be met. But this was tempered by pointing out that most of the ‘hyped’ 

technologies are unrealistic and that the DGs themselves lack staff with the technical 

expertise to gauge the feasibility of the technologies:  

 

…there’s a very strong tendency to want to jump to silver bullet solutions. …And I 

think part of the problem is there aren’t enough people who have enough sort of 

technical background to know that these solutions aren’t that wonderful. …And so I 
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think there are some very unrealistic ideas that tend to get support. And so you see this 

a lot in terms of enthusiasm for alternative energies and so on, where you have these 

hype cycles and waves of enthusiasm…Back around about 2000 there was this period 

of massive enthusiasm for hydrogen, and everybody was saying there would be a 

million hydrogen fuel cell cars on the road by 2010 and we haven’t seen any of them. 

And then five years later it was biofuels that were flavour of the month… of course 

that’s all got very discredited. (R11) 

 

A considerable part of the EU’s decarbonization strategy consequently depends on new 

technologies that do not as yet exist. Yet within this overreliance on technology, there seems 

to be a privileging of the need for technical expertise among policy offers, potentially at the 

expense of other forms of expertise that could help balance the reliance on technology with 

other socio-structural mechanisms. 

 

 

4. Discussion 

Interviews show that policy officers have diverging ideas of the level of decarbonization that 

needs to be achieved in the transport sector and over which timelines; whose responsibility 

policy development and implementation are; and through which concrete measures cuts in 

emissions can be achieved. This is also reflected in the assumption of differing viewpoints 

regarding legislative answerability, as individual policy officers feel responsible for progress 

on climate change mitigation, while others consider climate policy to be outside their work 

obligations. Expectations regarding the suitability of current and planned legislation to 

achieve transport decarbonization goals are consequently mixed, including perspectives of 

disinterest, optimism and deep concern. Interviews reveal that central barriers to progress on 

transport mitigation policies are partially internal, i.e. a result of poor intra- and inter-DG 

communication processes and a lack of agreement on common goals. This includes the 

measurability of progress towards emission reduction goals as a result of specific policies, and 

is reflected in calls for leadership on climate change mitigation. The lack of coordination 

revealed by the findings, both within and across DGs, supports previous studies recognizing 

that the internal coordination structures of the European Commission are crucial to 

understanding policy development. Christiansen‘s (1997: 78) observation still rings true 

today: when ‘DGs have to co-operate on a matter of Union policy’, inter-departmental 

conflict over sectoral interests typically leads to ‘loggerheads’. While complex governance 

processes will always fall in the responsibilities of various administrative units, Hartlapp et al. 

(2014: 244) observe that the Commission’s “internal coordination rules are difficult to 

circumvent today” and that the rules “still provide caveats or anchor points that may be used 

strategically”. This was evidenced by DG MOVE’s favoring of economic goals over GHG 

cuts, with the latter strategically seen as the responsibility of CLIMA. The results add 

complexity to governance models as for instance presented by Marsden and Rye (2010), as 

they indicate that even though official goals may exist, differing understandings of their 

implications and diverging priorities constitute barriers to progress within the internal 

workings or ‘black box’ of climate governance. 

 

In comparison to these internal issues, ‘external barriers’ include opposition from member 

states, the favoring of economic goals over cuts in GHG emissions, pressure from industry 

and lobby groups, the preferential treatment of aviation and automobility over more 

sustainable transport modes, long periods of time needed for policy implementation, the lack 

of policy targeting monitoring, and an overreliance on technologies to contribute to emission 

reductions. As outlined by various policy officers, progress on climate policy may be slowed 

down by member states and in particular transport ministers. Marsden and Rye (2010) show 
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that the opposite is also possible, as more ambitious UK climate policy initiatives requiring 

EU action have not been taken up – this, however, appears to have been an exception to the 

general rule of transport policy-making. In some cases, climate policies may also have been 

blocked by heads of state, as in the case of CO2 emission standards for cars, a policy initiative 

that was opposed by the German chancellor (BBC 2013). Interrelationships between different 

policy levels are thus complicated, because policies at supranational and national levels have 

to be integrated, and because policy officers at EU level as well as transport ministers at 

national levels can delay policy development or refuse policy implementation. This is a 

barrier involving national interests, and hence difficult to overcome; yet, this is an insight 

providing an explanation for the observed implantation gap (Banister and Hickman 2013). 

 

Policy officers have suggested that economic goals dominate decision-making in the EU, 

supporting Nykvist and Whitmarsh’s (2008: 1378) suggestion that ‘sustainability is still not a 

dominant concern in European policy-making’, with the ‘”jobs and growth” agenda’ given 

priority over environmental concerns. Yet, there is ample evidence that decisions are based on 

non-comprehensive economic assessments. For example, policy officers have outlined that 

the environmental costs of transport are not internalized. This view is shared by economists, 

with for example Stiglitz (2006) considering the failure to charge for GHG emissions a 

subsidy to aviation, while economic assessments of the benefits of aviation regularly fail to 

report on the scale of subsidies provided to the sector (Gössling et al. 2016). With regard to 

automobility, detailed studies indicate that the cost of automobility to society is significant, 

and not covered by taxes (Gössling and Choi 2015). Overall, there is evidence of a wide range 

of energy subsidies with environmentally negative outcomes (van Beers and van den Bergh 

2001; OECD 2003). This would indicate that economic assessments of transport benefits are 

incomplete, raising questions regarding the favoring of economic goals over cuts in GHG. 

 

The influence of lobby groups on public policies in transport has been recognized for a long 

time, with for instance representatives of the road lobby ‘active in trying to “sell” specific 

policy options’, which further their interests (Marsden & Stead 2011). Norton (2008) 

describes how US car lobby groups had to co-operate in order to annex public space that, up 

to the 1920s, largely belonged to pedestrians, cyclists, horse-drawn carriages, and public 

transport. In the period 1927-1955, tram systems were bought by front companies of the 

automotive industry in at least 45 US cities, with the sole purpose to remove these to create 

space for cars (Urry 2013). Likewise, aviation is a system kept alive and developed by public 

subsidies (Doganis 2006; Partnership of for Open and Fair Skies 2015). ICAO’s non-action 

on emission growth is now widely accepted (Lindenthal 2014). Marsden and Rye (2010: 677) 

conclude that “the influence of powerful lobby groups on a consensus-led political process 

appears capable of slowing progress”, an insight confirmed by several policy officers. 

Klüver’s (2013: 81) case study of interest group influence on the European policy proposal 

for the reduction of CO2 emissions from cars showed how interest group influence during the 

policy formulation stage was pivotal to the Commission’s final policy proposal: successful 

lobbying by the German Automotive Manufacturers’ Association (VDA) was shown to have 

shifted the Commission from the pro- to the anti-environmental end of the policy scale and 

“thus towards the traditional automobile industry”.  

 

The present research furthermore adds the insight that a share of senior policy officers are 

recruited from industry, supporting Kassim et al.’s (2013) observation that EU officials are 

not necessarily ‘career bureaucrats’, but are instead often recruited from other professional 

backgrounds. A less-discussed implication of this is that it may introduce a personal bias 

towards favouring industry interests. It is known, on the national policy level, that politicians 

are not necessarily independent. As an example, a former German transport minister is a 
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current member of the board of various lobby organisations and the president of the VDA 

(vda 2015). It is also known that heads of state have blocked EU-wide emissions standards 

policy (BBC 2013), while it was later revealed that these had received party funding by the 

car industry (Handelsblatt 2013).  

 

Policy officers have highlighted that auto- and aeromobility remain insufficiently addressed in 

climate policy and that these may also be treated preferentially in comparison to more 

sustainable transport modes, echoing academic assessments (e.g. Banister and Hickman 

2013). While this may be partially related to the belief that aviation and automobility are 

economically too important for Europe, it was also suggested that climate policy for these 

sectors may face barriers rooted in personal interests: as one policy officer outlines, policy-

makers’ own lifestyles may be deeply entangled in the system of aeromobility. The existence 

of incomplete economic assessments, the influence of lobbying, and personal benefits related 

to aeromobility may consequently constitute other factors explaining the implementation gap; 

though it may also be argued that any policy officer highlighting these issues will be at risk of 

interfering with transport taboos (Gössling & Cohen 2014), effectively jeopardizing one’s 

position and standing within the DGs.  

 

As some policy officers suggested, policy development at supranational level has 

considerable potential for opposition, refusal and delays, as EU member states may choose 

not to implement EU policy. In their discussion of decarbonization in the transport sector, van 

Lier and Macharis (2015: 133) concluded that “[c]ooperation across different levels of 

governance (global, EU, member state and regional/local levels) for sharing best practices and 

ensuring coordinated and effective approaches remains a crucial challenge in order to develop 

coherent policy measures in transport to reduce GHG emissions”. The authors note how 

policy harmonization at the global level can slow down the regulatory process in the EU. In 

the case of aviation, ICAO has failed to present any significant climate policy for 18 years, 

forcing the EU to enact its own policy, i.e. the integration of aviation in its ETS (Lindenthal 

2014; Scott et al. 2012). In the case of automobility, introduction of fuel taxes is, in the view 

of policy officers, progressing slowly or blocked completely: in this case, EU policies are 

delayed by member states, raising the question whether the politics of the principle of 

subsidiarity in the EU need to be reconsidered in the context of climate change.  

 

Without modeling and monitoring, it is difficult to assess GHG emission trends and the 

success of mitigation strategies. Policy officers are concerned that forecasting tools are 

insufficiently used, and that there is a general lack of data. Yet, it would seem relevant to 

assess the specific outcomes of different policy initiatives, also with a view to identify the 

most (cost) efficient measures to reduce emissions. A considerable share of emissions related 

to bunker fuel use remains currently unaccounted for. This situation is a barrier to inter- and 

intra-DG agreement on emission trends in relation to goals, and the need for additional 

measures. Notably, the failure to integrate modeling efforts, including economic elements, 

may also explain the paradoxical situation that the EU has decided to commit to the most 

moderate emission reductions in the immediate future, i.e. when they involve low costs, and 

to achieve considerably steeper emission reductions in the medium- and long-term future, 

when each additional ton of CO2 reduction is projected to become significantly more 

expensive (IPCC 2014). 

 

The notion that technological innovation will be insufficient to achieve required emission 

reductions is not new. The OECD (1991) suggested 25 years ago that taxes would be needed 

to achieve emission reductions, while subsidies and ‘price support measures’ would also have 

to be addressed. In 1999, the organization noted in the context of its sustainable transport 
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modeling efforts that “the EST [Environmentally Sustainable Transport] criteria will likely 

not be met by technology alone. Indeed, contrary to much of current transport and 

environment policy, the results … suggest that attainment … will require at least as much 

focus on changing transport-related behavior as on improving vehicles, fuels, and 

infrastructure” (OECD 1999: 14). Notably, with regard to the latter, reducing the size and 

power of vehicles has been considered a key technological requirement to reduce energy use. 

As purchases of large cars continue to grow (Statista 2015), behavioral change may at least 

partially explain emission growth. Furthermore, as highlighted by policy officers, anticipated 

technical breakthroughs – the hydrogen car, the electric car, the car running on biofuels – 

have not materialized. This sentiment is supported by Bakker (2010), who shows that 

hydrogen car hypes have been inflated by the car industry, while in aviation, media discourses 

of technological innovation have influenced public opinion over decades (Peeters et al. 2015). 

In the context of this situation, OECD has thus maintained for two and a half decades that 

carbon pricing and the reduction of fossil-fuel subsidies are key policies to achieve emission 

reductions (e.g. OECD 1991, 1999, 2005, 2008, 2015).  

 

Overall, the findings provide new insight into policy development at EU level. They confirm 

the existence of an implementation gap with regard to far-reaching transport policies, adding 

to the more general understanding of agenda setting, policy formulation, decision-making and 

internal coordination (Hartlapp et al. 2014, Howlett et al. 2009) that has been discussed in 

earlier studies of EU transport policy (e.g. Klüver 2013; Lier and Macharis 2015). 

Importantly, findings suggest that path dependency as a phenomenon is not purely 

institutional, rather it is a phenomenon emerging from complex interrelationships between 

both institutional (structural) and individual (agency-based) factors: actions taken by policy 

officers are restricted by the rules, provisions, and workings of the EU policy system and its 

(in)efficiency and (in)flexibility in admitting change; and they are guided by policy officers’ 

personalities and (perceived or real) external pressures influencing personal viewpoints. In 

combination, these constitute very significant barriers to the implementation of ‘serious’ 

climate policy. 

 

These insights have considerable importance for the assessment of climate transport policy in 

the EU, and specifically the work of the European Environment Agency’s annual Transport 

and Environment Reporting Mechanism (EEA 2015b), with the EEA (2015a,b) already 

having expressed critical views on the efficiency of these policies to achieve desired emission 

reductions. Furthermore, findings indicate that political scientists, transport geographers and 

others need to conceptualise and conduct research into path dependency at the EU level with a 

view to understanding the structural and individual barriers that prevent progress on climate 

policy within the EU. 

 

 

5. Conclusions 

This paper has had a starting point in Banister and Hickman’s (2013) ‘implementation gap’, 

i.e. the observation that scientific insights are not translated into transport policies far 

reaching enough to achieve climate mitigation objectives (see also Anable et al. 2012; 

Banister 2008, 2011; Chapman 2007; Marsden and Rye 2010). As scientific findings may be 

considered input for the design of transport systems and policies to implement such systems a 

form of output, the internal workings of the European Union policy making process have been 

evaluated on the conceptual basis of a ‘black box’, within which scientific insight becomes a 

form of (insufficient) policy. To understand processes within the black box, the perspective of 

the policy officers themselves was investigated. Findings shed new light on the 

‘implementation gap’, suggesting that there exist a number of vital reasons why significant 
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climate policy for the transport sector is not being effectively developed at the EU 

supranational level and implemented in member states. The concluding key insights that have 

been uncovered by this study can be summarized as: 

 

 Even though official goals exist, there is a lack of agreement between policy officers 

on the level of decarbonization that needs to be achieved in the transport sector, over 

the timelines for implementation, and who is responsible for the corresponding policy 

development.  

 Some policy officers believe that economic goals are favored by DG MOVE over cuts 

in GHGs for the transport sector. 

 A share of senior policy officers within the European Commission are recruited from 

industry, which facilitates higher pressure from the transport industry on public policy 

development. 

 Policy officers’ own lifestyles may be entangled in the system of aeromobility, giving 

them a personal interest in continued existence of contemporary transport system 

structures. 

 There are insufficient forecasting tools, and a general lack of data, which make it 

difficult to assess transport GHG emission trends and the success of mitigation 

strategies. This is a barrier to inter- and intra-DG agreement on the need for additional 

policy measures. 

 The assumption that technological innovation will largely solve the transport 

emissions problem is embedded in policy-maker perspectives, despite anticipated 

technical breakthroughs not materializing. 

 Stronger leadership on climate mitigation for the transport sector is needed within and 

between DGs at the highest levels. 

 

Interviews with policy officers, though not representative, have consequently led to the 

identification of a range of internal and external barriers to the formulation of climate change 

policies. Failure to overcome these barriers will confirm ‘path dependency’ and social lock-in 

in the transport sector, whereby alternative futures become impossible (Hall 2013; Imran and 

Pearce 2015; Schwanen et al. 2011). As Creutzig et al. (2015: 912) warn, there is little 

“appetite among policy-makers for seriously discussing thorny transport issues…unless this 

changes swiftly, transport may remain a roadblock to the world's efforts to mitigate climate 

change.”  

 

This research has furthermore contributed at a theoretical level on the nature of path 

dependency in EU policy for the transport sector, with potential relevance for other sectors. 

Path dependency has been shown in this study to be more than institutional: it emerges from 

complex interrelationships between both structural and agency-based factors. An implication 

of this is that those who seek to conduct research into path dependency in EU policy will need 

to conceptualise it relationally, as both institutional and individual. This is a significant 

insight for researchers who wish to better understand policy-making dynamics at the EU 

level. 

 

Overall, this calls for considerably more significant policies for the transport sector, and a 

discussion of the EU’s subsidiarity principle in the face of a growing gap between emission 

trends and policy targets. Future research should further investigate the internal workings of 

transport policy-making in the EU, based on wider interviewing strategies, and more 

systematic sampling approaches, while also focusing on the structural mechanisms and 

individual actors blocking or preventing decarbonization initiatives. 
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