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Action 1

Say no
to cars
This Action is one of eight in the report, “Together We Can: 8 
Habit changes for below 2°C”, where all references and the 
disclaimer can be found. We recommend you read the full report 
to see how you can make a bigger impact. 
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THE CAR INDUSTRY’S 2018 GHG EMISSIONS EXCEED THAT OF THE EU

Source: CWR, Greenpeace International report “Crashing the climate: How the car industry is driving the climate crisis” (2019)
© CWR, 2022 all rights reserved
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Why we chose this...
Cars run on fossil fuels, and the transport sector is responsible for up to a quarter of total energy-related CO2 emissions, 
according to the IPCC AR5 report.72 The global car industry accounted for 9% of greenhouse gas emissions in 2018 – 
more than the missions of the entire EU.73

And these emissions are doing some serious harm. Between 2011 and 2018, GHG emissions from diesel in Australia 
– mostly from road transport and mining – rose by almost 22 million tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent (MtCO2e), 
erasing a decline by a similar amount from all types of electricity generation in the same period.74

While the growing trend of electric cars (more on this in the ‘Do More’ section) is a step in the right direction and 
global sales of petrol and diesel vehicles appear to have peaked, most cars on the road today are still powered by 
fossil fuels.75 Governments, businesses and investors are rethinking mobility from electric and self-driving vehicles to 
vehicles fuelled by clean hydrogen. In the meantime, individuals can say no to cars and walk, cycle or take buses or 
trains instead.

•

•

THE RISE IN GHG EMISSIONS FROM DIESEL VEHICLES IN AUSTRALIA OFFSET EMISSIONS 
FALL FROM ELECTRICITY (2011-2018)

Source: CWR, the Australia Institute “National Energy Emissions Audit”, October 2019 
*The 2011 & 2018 carbon emissions data is for diesel burning, which is mainly from road transport and mining. This was 
the data used in the report and the best available datafor this calculation 
© CWR, 2022 all rights reserved
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GHG emissions from diesel 
vehicles* in Australia grew 
by 21.7MtCO2e in 
2011-2018

Decrease in GHG 
emissions from electricity 
generation (22.1MtCO2e)
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New habits to minimise/avoid car travel

So, what can we do? A good place to start is to wean yourself off your “car habit”, we look at two specific actions below. 
And if you’re still not convinced about making changes, look at the chart below that shows the benefit of various forms of 
public transport, which are much less carbon intensive.

Two actions related to car use can have a big climate impact. We chose these because there is sufficient existing research 
on their impacts, and they are relatively achievable.

1. Walk instead of taking a 5 minute drive every day for a year

2. Take a train instead of a 15minute drive every day for a year

Walking does not produce any GHG emissions. Doing this saves almost 0.3 kg of carbon dioxide equivalent (kgCO2e) 
for each journey. Over the course of a year, that saves about 94 kgCO2e.

For every kilometre travelled, GHG emissions from trains are about a quarter of those from the average diesel car with 
one passenger. Taking trains saves 0.8 kgCO2e or 303 kgCO2e over a year.

Source: CWR, BEIS, Defra Greenhouse Gas Conversion Factors 2019
Notes: cars refers to average diesel car; flight emissions include secondaryeffects from high-altitude, non-CO2 emssions 
© CWR, 2022 all rights reserved
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CO2 EMISSIONS FROM DIFFERENT MODES OF TRANSPORT

Walking instead of a 5 minute drive* every day for a year

5mins

Save
93.6kg

Source: CWR, EIB Climate Survey , UK BEIS/Defra GHG Conversion Factors 2019, Google maps
* Distance = 1.5km; assumes average diesel car and 1 passenger occupancy
© CWR, 2022 all rights reserved

GHG EMISSIONS SAVED FROM WALKING 5 MINS INSTEAD OF DRIVING

15mins

Source: CWR, EIB Climate Survey , UK BEIS/Defra GHG Conversion Factors 2019, Google maps
*Distance = 6.4km; assumes UK domestic rail & average diesel car and 1 passenger occupancy 
© CWR, 2022 all rights reserved

Take a train instead of a 15 minute drive* every day for a year

GHG EMISSIONS CUT FROM TAKING A TRAIN INSTEAD OF DRIVING

Save
303kg
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Together we can... 2 simple actions can cut up to 729.7 Mt of GHG emissions...

Some nations rely more on cars than others. For passenger cars worldwide, Europe ranks first with almost 240 million on 
the road in 2017.76 China is not far behind with almost 200 million (2019) while the US has 111 million (2017).76, 77, 78 Japan 
and Brazil complete the Top Five (their combined number of cars matched the US in 2018).79, 80 Europeans, Chinese and 
Americans can clearly have the biggest impact.

We estimate that willing individuals from the US, the EU and China who adopt these two habits could save 729.7 MtCO2e 
– equivalent to the GHG emissions of Chile, Singapore and the UK combined in 2015.15

By taking these two actions, an individual can save nearly 400 kgCO2e a year. Or find out how together, we can use these 
2 simple actions to achieve sizeable annual emission cuts equivalent to the 2015 GHG emissions of Chile, Singapore and 
the UK combined.15

Beyond these two actions, there are plenty other ways to do more to say no to cars – we have set these out later in “6 
ways you can do more” from car-shares to electric vehicles.

1. Cut an unnecessary 5-minute drive or walk it daily for a year
Think about the times you have driven in the past week. Have all of them been necessary or could some of them be 
consolidated or even better, replaced by walking?

According to the EIB Climate Survey, that 57% from the US, 76% from the EU and 93% from China intend to walk or 
cycle on daily trips soon to combat climate change.100

Based on this we estimate that if roughly six in ten people from the US, roughly eight in ten people in the EU and nine 
in ten people China (totalling around 186mn, 390mn and 1,325mn people respectively) walked instead of a 5 minute 
drive (e.g. from Times Square to the Empire State Building in New York) every day for a year, 17.5 MtCO2e, 36.5 MtCO2e 
and 124.3 MtCO2e can be saved, respectively.

Through this simple habit change, these people from the US, EU and China can together save 178.2 MtCO2e, the GHG 
emissions of Chile and Singapore combined in 2015 (see graphic on next page).15

Source: CWR, various news sources & government statistics 
NOTE: EU cars refer to passenger cars (2017); China cars refer to private cars (2019); US cars refer to automobiles & 
motorbikes (2017); Japan cars refer to passenger cars & motorcycles (2018) & Brazil cars refer to automobiles (2018)

Which countries have the most cars?
(various years 2017-2019 due to lack of data)
Unit: mn

50 100 150 200 250 300

EU 238.4

Brazil 54.7

Japan 61.6

US 111.2

China 198.0

© CWR, 2022 all rights reserved
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Walking instead of a 5 minute drive* 
every day for a year

CAR DRIVERS FROM THE US, EU & CHINA CAN SAVE THE EMISSIONS OF CHILE & SINGAPORE COMBINED BY WALKING 
INSTEAD OF DRIVING

Source: CWR, EIB Climate Survey , UK BEIS/Defra GHG Conversion Factors 2019, Worldometer population data, Google maps, EDGAR emissions database
* Distance = 1.5km; assumes average diesel car and 1 passenger occupancy
**EIB Climate Survey found 57% from the US, 76% from the EU and 93% from China intend to use walk instead of drive on daily trips soon to combat climate change.
© CWR, 2022 all rights reserved

Examples of a 5 minute drive:

From Times Square to 
Empire State Building

From Big Ben to
Buckingham Palace

From Jinmao Tower to 
Oriental Pearl TV Tower

Six in ten*** people 
from the US doing this

17.5Mt 
Save

Eight in ten*** people 
from the EU doing this

36.5Mt 
Save

Nine in ten*** people 
from China doing this

Comparable to the 2015 emissions of Chile & Singapore combined

124.3Mt 
Save

178.3Mt
Save

5mins

2. Take a train instead of a 15 minute drive every day for a year
Taking a train – be it for your commute or trip to town – can have a big climate impact.

According to the EIB Climate Survey, 49% from the US, 64% from the EU and 93% from China intend to use public 
transport instead of drive on daily trips soon to combat climate change.100

Based on this we estimate that if roughly five in ten people from the US, six in ten people in the EU and nine in 
ten people in China (totalling around 160mn, 328mn and 1,325mn people respectively) took a train instead of a 15 
minute drive (e.g. from London Eye i.e. Waterloo station to London Bridge station) every day for a year, 48.7 MtCO2e.  
99.6 MtCO2e and 403.2 MtCO2e can be saved respectively.

Through this simple habit change, these people from the US, EU and China can together save 551.5 MtCO2e,  
comparable to all annual GHG emissions from the United Kingdom in 2015 (see graphic on next page).15
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COMMUTERS FROM THE US, EU & CHINA CAN SAVE ALL GHG EMISSIONS FROM THE UK BY TAKING THE TRAIN INSTEAD 
OF DRIVING

Source: CWR, EIB Climate Survey , UK BEIS/Defra GHG Conversion Factors 2019, Worldometer population data, Google maps, EDGAR emissions database
*Distance = 6.4m; assumes UK domestic rail & average diesel car and 1 passenger occupancy 
**EIB Climate Survey found 49% from the US, 64% from the EU and 93% from China already or soon intend to use public transport instead of drive on daily trips 
to combat climate change
© CWR, 2022 all rights reserved

Examples of a 5 minute drive:

From Capitol Hill to the 
Lincoln Memorial

From London Bridge to 
Buckingham Palace

From Tiananmen 
Square to the Temple
of Heaven

Five in ten*** people 
from the US doing this

48.7Mt 
Save

Six in ten*** people 
from the EU doing this

99.6Mt 
Save

Nine in ten***people 
from China doing this

Comparable to the United Kingdom’s 2015 emissions

403.2Mt 
Save

551.5Mt

Take a train instead of a 15 minute 
drive* every day for a year

15mins

Save

6 ways you can do more...

1. Think twice before using a ride-hailing app

2. Cycle instead of driving

Ride-hailing apps like Uber, Lyft, Didi and Grab have become immensely popular in recent years. By connecting drivers 
and passengers with a few taps, these companies hope to push people away from car ownership towards shared transport 
services. But the jury is still out on whether ride-hailing apps benefit or harm efforts to cut emissions.81

For instance, in 2017, a study by University of California at Davis found that ride-hailing boosted use of commuter rail but 
pulled people away from buses and light rail. It also found that between 49% and 61% of ride-hailing trips were previously 
made by walking, cycling or public transport – or not taking the journeys at all.82

According to a study by the Institute for Transportation and Development Policy, an increase of about 20% in cycling 
worldwide could cut CO2 emissions from urban passenger transport by nearly 11% in 2050.83

What’s more, you do not even need to buy your own bike. An estimated 800 cities already have bike-share schemes 
that allow people to cycle as long as they want by scanning a QR code.84 In Barcelona, such a scheme has reduced the 
Spanish city’s CO2 emissions by about 9,000 tonnes a year, equivalent to taking more than 1,900 cars off the road.85
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Unlike fossil fuels, biofuels are produced from biomass. For instance, crops such as maize or millet are converted 
into biogas which can then be used in cars. While this emits much less carbon and can even be carbon negative, 
there are hidden risks. Biofuels currently account for 2-3% of the planet’s water and agricultural land – which could 
feed about 30% of the world’s malnourished population. Biofuels can therefore not be fully relied on as an energy 
source given the world’s tight water-food-energy nexus.

Source: Rulli, M., Bellomi, D., Cazzoli, A. et al. The water-land-food nexus of first-generation biofuels. Sci Rep 6, 22521 (2016)

As EVs run on a battery instead of a fuel combustion engine, they do not emit any 
waste gas but does “zero emissions” really mean they do not have a significant climate 
impact? Unfortunately, that is not the case, because it really depends on how the 
grid electricity that the car is powered on is generated. Take Australia or Poland for 
example. As most of their electricity is generated on thermal power, a large amount of 
greenhouse gases are still released.

Furthemore, more energy is still used to manufacture electric vehicles compared to traditional vehicles. According 
to the IEA, an electric car with a 400km range produced at the global average will have to be driven 60,000km 
just to offset the higher CO2 emissions during the manufacturing stage. That means a new electric car driven the 
average 11,200km each year only pays off this “carbon debt” after five years.

Clearly there is some way to go before electric vehicles become a comprehensive solution.

Source: Australia Department of the Environment & Energy, IEA, The Australian “Extra emissions are the dirty little secret of electric cars” by Bjorn 
Lomborg, Mar 2020

The problem with biofuels

Are electric cars a solution?

3. Turn to veggie cars but with biofuels from waste

4. Switch to hybrid or fully electric cars

If you are going to drive, then a way you can do more is by driving your own veggie car. This may sound strange, but it is 
actually possible to run a diesel vehicle on vegetable oil and nearly eliminate your use of traditional gas or diesel.

In 2015, Dubai became the first city in the world to formally adopt biodiesel made locally from 100% waste cooking oil for 
use in its municipal vehicles.86 But do make sure it is waste vegetable oil for using biofuel just for cars can be worse than 
diesel due to its land use and water impacts more on this in box below.87

Electric vehicles (EVs) have taken the world by storm over the past decade with more than 1.3 million on the road. They 
reduce air pollution and can cut GHG emissions drastically.

Switching from a gasoline car to a hybrid car can save 400 kg of CO2 a year and switching to a fully electric car can save 
1,250 kg of CO2 a year. Each driver who switches to an electric car saves about three barrels of oil a year. By the late 
2020s, increased use of electric vehicles is projected to reduce crude oil consumption by about one million barrels a day.88

What’s more, it’s also becoming cheaper to own EVs. Not only is electricity less expensive than gasoline, but battery 
prices are declining with technological developments. By the mid-2020s, EVs are expected to become cheaper to own and 
operate than cars with internal-combustion engines.89 Yet, EVs still face constraints (see box below).
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As new generations of cars feature more and more high-tech gadgets, they are also becoming heavier and emitting 
more greenhouse gases.

According to analysis by Which?, since 2017 small petrol cars saw an average increase in CO2 emissions of 11.2% 
(to 145.7g/km), while mid-size petrol SUVs rose by 20.4% (to 189.8g/km), and large petrol-electric hybrids were 
the worst offenders, with an average increase of 31.7% (to 117.4g/km).

This is especially worrying given the rapidly growing market share of larger heavier models. In Europe, the market 
share of SUVs increased more than 4x over the past 10 years – from 8% in 2008 to 32% in 2018, while total SUV 
sales in the US reached almost 70% in 2018.

Source: Which? Analysis (2019), FRED economic data

Newer & heavier cars driving up emissions

5. Use car sharing and car pooling

6. Use fuel-efficient cars

The idea of bike sharing is expanding to cars. Instead of picking up and dropping off vehicles at designated rental 
establishments, car-sharing apps provide for more convenient locations. One shared car can take about 13 private 
vehicles off the road and each car sharer reduces CO2 emissions by 726 kg a year.90, 91 The savings are equivalent to three 
return flights between Beijing and Shanghai a year.105

At the same time, car pooling can cut unnecessary trips. When a driver takes three other passengers who would otherwise 
drive three other cars, carbon emissions are reduced by 75%. Car pooling can also save money. According to the Centre 
for Climate & Energy Solution, commuters car pooling 20 days a month reduce driving costs by as much as 50%, allowing 
drivers to save an estimated USD1,100 a year.92

Cars that consume less fuel to travel longer distances are more efficient and have lower emissions. Savings from better 
fuel economy in more efficient gasoline cars can average 1,190 kg of CO2 a year.93 That’s equivalent to a car ride from New 
York to Los Angeles every year.105 Smaller models are more efficient (see box below).


