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1 Background 

This report was commissioned by industry members of the All Party Parliamentary Group for British 

Bioethanol to look at the use of diesel, petrol and other cars in local authorities. 

2 Introduction 

The UK government is promoting the use of electric vehicles, but it is not clear if local authorities (LAs) 

are making the move. To see what kinds of fuel local authorities used, they were asked to complete a 

questionnaire with 15 questions via a Freedom of Information Act submitted by the All Party 

Parliamentary Group for British Bioethanol. Questions were related to vehicles currently in operation, 

with a particular focus on cars (primarily in order to exclude vehicles such as refuse lorries and grass 

cutters). Local authorities were questioned on which fuel type their cars used, whether they were fully 

owned or rented by the councils, or part of a car allowance scheme. Further questions addressed 

when they purchased or rented cars and their plans to purchase future vehicles. A copy of the 

questionnaire can be found in the appendix. 

3 Cars operated by local authorities 

In total, 314 out of 418 principle councils answered the questionnaire, corresponding to 75% of all 

LAs. Of those who did answer, around 20% (62) claimed to have no cars in operation, although most 

of these did have vans or trucks in operation (Figure 1). In total, around 80% of local authorities either 

owned or rented cars. A few LAs (3) claimed to have no cars in operation but did list rental cars. 

Around 36% (114) of LAs both own and rent cars, while 24% (75) own cars but do not rent and 19% 

(59) do not own but do rent cars. An additional 4 LAs listed that they had cars in operation, but it was 

not clear if they owned or rented them. 

Figure 1: Local authorities who operate cars, divided into how they own the cars they 

operate. 
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In total, the LAs reported 10,000 cars in operation. However, 49 LAs did not correctly answer the 

question on ownership, giving ownership of all vehicles (vans, trucks and others) instead of ownership 

type of cars. This accounts for 1384 cars, or 14% of the cars in operation (Figure 2). Of the cars of 

known ownership type, most were rented: 4515 cars in operation are rented and 3181 cars in 

operation are owned or part-owned by the council. The remaining 920 cars were not listed as owned, 

part owned or rented, which could either be because the LA did not know at the time of answering 

the question, or it because the LA did not feel the ownership mode of the car fitted into the available 

categories (e.g. car is leased, car is owned by another organisation but used by the LA, etc). 

Figure 2: Cars owned by local authorities by ownership type. 

 

The average (mean) number of cars in operation per council is 32. Considering only those councils 

who operate cars, the average (mean) number of cars in operation per council is 32.5. However, most 

LAs have far fewer cars in operation (Figure 3). Half of LAs have 0-6 cars in operation and one quarter 

have 6-24 cars in operation, while the remaining quarter have over 24 cars in operation. 

Figure 3: Number of cars in operation by local authorities and their frequency. 
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4 Fuel types of cars operated by local authorities 

In total, the LAs reported 10,000 cars in operation. However, 48 LAs did not correctly answer the 

questions on fuel type, giving fuel type of all vehicles (vans, trucks and others) instead of fuel type of 

cars. This accounts for 1414 cars, or 14% of the car fleet. Of the remaining 8575 (Figure 4), the majority 

are diesel, accounting for 71% of the remaining fleet or 61% of the total fleet1. Meanwhile, petrol 

vehicles represent 19% of the car fleet where data was accurately provided. In total, 90% of cars 

operated by local authorities were fossil fuelled, whilst a further 3% were fossil/electric hybrids. This 

strong preference for diesel is in contrast to the general population of UK, where 59% of cars are 

petrol and 40% are diesel. There are more electric cars in local authorities (4%) than in the general UK 

population (0.1%) although this is still a low base and surprisingly small given the central Government 

push and associated incentives. 

 

Figure 4: Cars in operation by local authorities by fuel type. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
1 Although we have discounted cars in local authorities where they have clearly counted fuel types of 

all vehicles instead of only cars, we can not be 100% confident that other LAs have not counted fuel 

types of vehicles other than cars. Vehicles like vans and tractors would account for the higher number 

of diesel cars, while vehicles like golf carts would account for the higher number of electric vehicles. 
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5 Fuel type of cars purchased and rented in the last year 

It is not possible to divide rental cars and owned cars by fuel type with the given survey data. 

However, it is possible to divide cars rented and owned in the last year by fuel type. 

Removing LAs who did not correctly report fuel type and ownership type, there were 69 LAs who 

reported buying cars in the last year, representing 22% of respondents. In total, 356 cars were 

reported as bought in the last year. Diesel cars were the most popular in the last year, representing 

71% of purchases (Figure 5). The number of electric cars purchased in the last year is around 8%, 

which is higher than the number of electric cars in operation, indicating a growing trend towards more 

electric vehicles, although the total number of electric vehicles remains small. In total, 88% of 

purchases were fossil fuelled vehicles, whilst a further 2% were fossil/electric hybrids.  

 

Figure 5: Cars bought in the last year by fuel type. 
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Again, removing LAs who did not correctly report fuel type and ownership type, there were 135 LAs 

who reported renting cars in the last year, representing 43% of respondents. In total, 8001 cars were 

reported as rented in the last year. Diesel cars were the most popular, representing 65% of rented cars 

(Figure 6), with petrol representing 15% - a total of 80% fossil fuelled. The fraction of rented cars that 

were electric was lower than for bought cars, perhaps reflecting the lack of availability for rental and 

the fact that they are often viewed as a longer-term investment. For around 18% of the cars rented in 

the last year, the fuel type was unknown. Some LAs also simply estimated an equal 50:50 division 

between petrol and diesel cars if they did not know. 

 

Figure 6: Cars rented in the last year by fuel type. 
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6 Future 

The LAs reported 411 cars on order (284 to be rented and 127 to be bought). Half of these cars are 

diesel and 35% are petrol, making a total of 85% fossil fuelled cars (Figure 7). This shows a decrease in 

diesel cars and an increase in petrol and hybrid cars, in line with wider vehicle sales figures, although 

LAs still seem to show a stronger preference for diesel than the average population. Meanwhile, 

electric vehicle orders remain low at just 1% whilst hybrids are also 1%.   

 

Figure 7: Cars on order to buy or rent by fuel type. 

 

7 Grey fleet 

Over half of LAs (57%) reported that they reimbursed employees for their own vehicle, either through 

a mileage or car allowance, accounting for a total of 159,535 cars. This is almost 16 times more than 

LAs reported as having in operation (i.e. owned, partially owned or rented by the LA). The fuel type of 

these cars is largely unknown; however, if they follow the trend of the general population, this would 

mean 94,125 petrol cars and 63,814 diesel cars. 
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8 Most polluting local authorities 

To see if the local authorities with the worst air quality are making greater efforts towards using 

greener vehicles, we evaluated the particulate matter levels in local authorities and compared to 

vehicle fleet composition data.  

The UK government records many air quality parameters, including the concentration of airborne 

particulates with a diameter of 2.5 µm or less (PM2.5), which tend to penetrate into the air-exchange 

areas of the lungs. This parameter is typically used in relation to the health burden of air pollution and 

is widely regarded as a critical indicator of air quality. The UK government reports PM2.5 values per 

local authority 2,3. In 2016, there were 82 local authority areas with PM2.5 over 10 µg/m3, which 

includes all 33 of the London boroughs. Another 21 of these LAs are in the South East of England, 

while 14 are in the East Midlands and the rest are in the West Midlands and the East of England.  

Overall, the fleet composition in LAs with the worst air quality is very similar to the fleet composition 

for all LAs. Of the 82 local authorities with PM2.5 concentrations over 10 µg/m3, 59 responded to the 

fleet composition questionnaire, although not all responded correctly. The distribution of LAs owning 

or renting cars was similar to the distribution among all LAs. As for all LAs, more cars were rented than 

owned, and the percentage of rented cars was even higher in the LAs with the worst air quality (55% 

vs 43%). The local authorities with air quality issues have roughly the same number of cars in 

operation as the rest of the local authorities, with just over half operating between 0 and 6 cars, and 

just over a quarter owning more than 16 cars.  

In the local authorities with air quality issues, the percentage of cars with each fuel type (Figure 8) is 

similar to the percentage for all local authorities (Figure 4), with a slightly smaller percentage of diesel 

cars (64% vs 71%) and a slightly higher percentage of petrol cars (23% vs 19%), giving a total of 87% 

fossil fuelled cars. There is also a larger fraction of hybrid cars (9% vs 3%), although there is a smaller 

fraction of electric cars (2% vs 5%). 

 

                                                      
2 Defra, UK, 2018 “PM2.5 2016 Population-weighted annual mean (by local authority)” https://uk-
air.defra.gov.uk/datastore/pcm/popwmpm252016byUKlocalauthority.csv  
3 “These data are population-weighted annual mean concentrations (µg m-3) for each Local Authority. 

These data are suitable for use in estimating the burden of mortality attributable to long-term 

exposure to particulate air pollution using methods such as those recommended by COMEAP in its 

statement "Estimating the mortality burden of particulate air pollution at the local level" and used in 

calculating the Public Health Outcomes Framework indicator "Fraction of Mortality Attributable to 

Particulate Air Pollution".” 

https://uk-air.defra.gov.uk/data/pcm-data  

https://uk-air.defra.gov.uk/datastore/pcm/popwmpm252016byUKlocalauthority.csv
https://uk-air.defra.gov.uk/datastore/pcm/popwmpm252016byUKlocalauthority.csv
https://uk-air.defra.gov.uk/data/pcm-data
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Figure 8: Cars in operation (by local authorities with air quality issues), by fuel type. 

 

The most polluting LAs appear to be turning away from more polluting cars, as there were fewer 

diesels (Figure 9), although this trend is towards other fossil fuelled cars such as petrol and hybrid cars 

rather than towards electric. However, the total number of cars reported as bought last year was only 

14 so it is difficult to draw conclusions. Of the most polluting local authorities, none bought an electric 

car in the last year. 

 

Figure 9: Cars bought in the last year (by local authorities with air quality issues) by 

fuel type. 

 

Diesel was much more common in cars rented in the last year by the most polluting LAs, representing 

88% of rental cars (Figure 10), and petrol representing a further 8%, meaning a total of 96% were fossil 

fuelled. Less than 1% were electric cars (3 out of 1627) and 3% were hybrid cars. This could however 

reflect the availability at rental companies.  
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Figure 10: Cars rented in the last year (by local authorities with air quality issues) by 

fuel type. 

 

The cars on order show a move towards hybrid vehicles, with 16% of the 74 cars on order (to rent or 

own) being hybrids (Figure 11). Only 51% are diesel, while 33% are petrol, giving a total of 84% fossil 

fuelled, which is similar to the picture for all LAs. However, amongst these most polluting LAs there are 

no electric cars on order. 

 

Figure 11: Cars on order to buy or rent (by local authorities with air quality issues) by 

fuel type. 

 

Overall, the LAs with air quality issues seem to behave in much the same way as the rest of the LAs, 

when it comes to buying and renting cars of different fuel types. It should be noted that the number 
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of cars on order and bought in the last year is low, so it is difficult to draw definitive conclusions 

although it may indicate a general trend. 

 

9 Most polluting towns 

Surprisingly, the 82 LAs with poorest air quality do not include many towns that are often reported as 

being most polluted, such as Manchester, Leeds and Liverpool. This is attributable to the way the air 

quality is reported per local authority, rather than only for the city. The World Health Organisation 

(WHO) reports air quality data slightly differently: as an annual average by city rather than by local 

authority. Their air quality guideline (AQG) specifies a limit of PM2.5 at 10 µg/m3, which London and 

28 other UK cities exceeded in the WHO 2018 database update (using data from 2016)4,5.  

Of the 28 LAs representing cities with air quality issues (excluding London, which was included in the 

analysis in section 8), 21 LAs answered the questionnaire. Looking at the cars in operation in these LAs 

(Figure 12), the distribution of fuel types is similar to the distribution in all LAs, with a preference for 

diesel, which represented 70% of their fleet. A further 19% was petrol, totalling 89% fossil fuelled cars, 

with a further 5% being fossil/electric hybrids. Only 6% were electric vehicles.  

 

Figure 12: Cars in operation (by towns with air quality problems), by fuel type.

 

 

 

                                                      
4 World Health Organisation, 2018, “WHO Global Ambient Air Quality Database (update 2018)” 

http://www.who.int/airpollution/data/cities/en/  
5 BBC News, 2018, “UK's most polluted towns and cities revealed” https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-
43964341  

http://www.who.int/airpollution/data/cities/en/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-43964341
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-43964341
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Only 11 cars were bought by these LAs in the last year, but a large portion of them (82%) were diesel, 

with a further 9% being petrol, totalling 91% fossil fuelled, whilst none were hybrid or electric (Figure 

13). Over 700 cars were rented by these LAs in the last year, but the fuel type was unknown for most 

of them (Figure 14), although it again shows a preference for fossil fuelled vehicles.  

 

Figure 13: Cars bought in the last year (by towns with air quality problems) by fuel 

type. 

 

 

Figure 14: Cars rented in the last year (by towns with air quality problems) by fuel 

type. 
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The LAs representing cities with air quality problems currently have 14 cars on order to either buy or 

rent, of which 3 are electric and 3 are hybrid (Figure 15). 

 

Figure 15: Cars on order to buy or rent (by towns with air quality problems) by fuel 

type. 

 

Overall, the LAs responsible for cities with air quality issues seem to behave similarly to the rest of the 

LAs when buying and renting cars of different fuel types. However, trends (e.g. away from diesel cars) 

for recently purchased/rented cars and cars on order are difficult to detect as the numbers are low. 

 

10 Conclusion 

Most local authorities responded to the questionnaire and most had cars in operation (whether 

owned or rented). There is a clear preference for diesel cars in local authorities, with 71% of cars in 

operation being diesel and only 19% being petrol. This is in contrast to the general population and 

current sales trends, which shows a preference for petrol cars. It is unclear if this is due to a 

government procurement policy that favoured diesel, or if LAs favour diesel vehicles due to better fuel 

economy over longer distances. Although the questionnaire specifically asked for car fuel type and 

although care was taken to remove LAs who obviously gave numbers for vans, trucks and other 

vehicles instead of cars, it is possible that some LAs gave numbers for non-car vehicles, which could 

skew the results slightly in favour of diesel. 

Despite the political push away from fossil fuelled vehicles, even last year, diesel and petrol cars were 

very popular in LAs, representing 70% and 18% of purchased cars respectively (a total of 88%). The 

few LAs that have cars on order show that the preference for diesel is shrinking, although diesel is still 
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the most popular fuel type at 50% of cars on order and the trend seems to be towards petrol and 

petrol hybrids. Demand for petrol cars appears to be increasing with the vehicle type representing 

35% of cars on order, a significant increase on both the total car fleet (19%) and cars purchased last 

year (18%). Electric cars represent only 5% of cars in operation, although they represent 8% of cars 

bought last year and 7% of cars on order. Nevertheless, of those LAs with significant air quality 

concerns according to the Government’s own recording methods, not a single one had ordered or 

planned to order an electric vehicle.  

Although their air problems are well recognised, the LAs and towns with high air pollution do not 

appear to act differently to the rest of the LAs when they rent and buy cars. Diesel remains very 

popular, with petrol being a clear second choice and together meaning that an overwhelming majority 

of local authority cars are fossil fuelled.  

These findings would indicate that despite the political and media focus on air quality issues and push 

away from fossil fuels and towards electric vehicles, local authorities are not making great strides to 

change their own vehicle fleets, even in areas where air quality is a known issue. It also suggests that 

with a considerable number of fossil fuelled vehicles in ownership or under order from LAs, it would 

be prudent for Government to look further at methods of displacing these fossil fuels with renewables 

such as biofuels which can deliver a range of emissions savings, whilst also continuing to encourage 

longer-term take-up of electric vehicles.   
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