DfT advances timeline for driverless taxis and bus services to 2026
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The Department for Transport (DfT) has accelerated its plans to allow autonomous vehicles on roads across England, moving the expected timeline forward by a year. The introduction of fully driverless taxis and bus-like services is now anticipated as early as spring 2026, marking a significant milestone for the UK’s ambitions in the autonomous vehicle sector.
This development heralds a new era in transportation, enabling companies to trial commercial services without a human driver present to monitor activities. Such a move aligns with the broader strategy outlined in the Automated Vehicles Act, which, while still subject to local authority approvals and compliance with safety regulations, is set to provide a legal framework that could redefine public transport in the UK.
Transport Secretary Heidi Alexander expressed her enthusiasm about this technological shift, emphasising that it could stimulate job creation and invigorate investment. “The future of transport is arriving,” she stated, highlighting the potential for the UK to position itself as a global leader in innovative technologies. With projections suggesting that the autonomous vehicle industry could contribute an impressive £42 billion to the economy and create approximately 38,000 jobs by 2035, this initiative underscores the government’s commitment to fostering economic growth through innovation.
However, the UK faces stiff competition from established markets, particularly the United States and China, which have already begun to implement automated transport solutions. Companies such as Waymo in the US and various Chinese firms have been refining driverless technologies with considerable success. To remain competitive, UK leaders argue that the regulatory process must evolve to facilitate rather than hinder the deployment of these transformative technologies.
The DfT's initiative is part of a larger narrative concerning the regulatory landscape for autonomous vehicles. The new Automated Vehicles Bill aims to establish comprehensive regulations prioritising safety and clear liability. A significant statistic informs this ongoing dialogue: as noted, human error contributes to 88% of road collisions, and proponents of self-driving technology assert that it could dramatically reduce accidents linked to driver-related issues such as fatigue, speeding, and impaired driving.
A crucial element of this ambitious plan is the £150 million in government funding allocated to bolster the UK’s connected and automated mobility capabilities over the next several years. This investment is strategically directed towards enhancing the UK’s status as a hub for the design and development of self-driving technologies and services. It aligns with broader government initiatives encapsulated in the Advanced Manufacturing Plan, which seeks to stimulate economic development and innovation across various sectors.
Looking ahead, the prospects for autonomous vehicles in the UK appear promising. If all goes according to plan, individuals could find themselves travelling in self-driving taxis—potentially while engaging in tasks as trivial as checking emails—by 2026. Moreover, the government is exploring additional transport innovations, including flying taxis, under a separate initiative that aims to introduce aerial transport solutions by 2028. Such advancements could profoundly transform urban mobility, offering a glimpse into the future of transportation across the country.
As these developments unfold, it will be essential for all stakeholders to navigate the complexities of safety, regulation, and public acceptance to ensure that the potential benefits of autonomous transport technology are realised.
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