Easing of UK electric vehicle sales rules sparks fears of rising emissions from hybrids
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The recent easing of vehicle sales regulations in the UK raises significant concerns about the future of electric vehicle (EV) adoption and carbon emissions. According to the Climate Change Committee (CCC), this shift could lead to a significant increase in the number of plug-in hybrid electric vehicles (PHEVs) on British roads, potentially undermining emissions reduction efforts that are crucial for meeting climate targets.
In April, Prime Minister Keir Starmer announced new flexibilities in the government’s Zero Emission Vehicle (ZEV) mandate, a policy designed to compel car manufacturers to increase their sales of fully electric vehicles. Originally intended to enforce strict sales targets, the mandate was altered following extensive lobbying from the car industry, which argued that the requirements were economically unsustainable. As a result, the CCC warns that this relaxation may ultimately result in the sale of up to 500,000 additional PHEVs—vehicles that, while partially electric, still rely on petrol or diesel engines and thus emit higher levels of carbon compared to fully electric counterparts.
Experts have questioned the CCC's conclusions, suggesting that the government’s assumption—that manufacturers would not exploit these new flexibilities—may be misguided. Critics argue that the changes only serve to shift the focus away from fully electric vehicles and risk hampering the UK's progress towards its environmental objectives. Tim Dexter, the vehicle policy manager for Transport & Environment, emphasises that these alterations compromise climate goals and could lead to increased costs for consumers, as the EV transition becomes less comprehensive.
Despite the criticisms, government officials claim that the revisions are minor and pragmatic. Heidi Alexander, the transport minister, insisted that the impact on carbon emissions from these changes would be negligible. However, the CCC's letter to transport ministers highlighted a fundamental flaw in the government's analysis: it overlooked the potential for manufacturers to significantly increase PHEV sales at the expense of fully electric vehicles.
Moreover, the CCC expressed disappointment that the deadline for banning new petrol and diesel van sales was extended from 2030 to 2035, reiterating the need for stricter timelines to meet climate targets. The Department for Transport defended its approach, stating that balancing flexibility for manufacturers with firm commitments to phasing out traditional combustion engine vehicles is essential for protecting jobs while progressing towards a low-emission future.
This regulatory leniency comes at a time when the electric vehicle market is witnessing a surge. Early 2025 saw a 28% increase in EV sales across Europe, driven largely by the availability of affordable models from new entrants such as BYD. Despite this growth, concerns remain that the relaxation of regulatory standards in both the UK and Europe could stall the momentum needed for a comprehensive transition to electric transport.
The automotive industry is currently grappling with the implications of these policy changes, particularly in light of trade disruptions affecting global supply chains. Smaller manufacturers, like those producing supercars, received exemptions from stringent sales targets to provide them with breathing room. Nevertheless, the overarching concern persists that reduced regulatory pressures may dampen innovation and investment in cleaner technologies essential for achieving both environmental and economic sustainability.
As stakeholders continue to debate the best path forward, the CCC's warnings resonate in an industry that is at a pivotal crossroads. The measure of success will not only be the number of EVs on the road but also a conscious shift towards genuinely sustainable transport solutions, free from the compromises that could undermine the broader objectives of carbon neutrality and environmental protection.
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