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European Passenger Travel Response to COVID-19

Every European country hit their lowest VMT during COVID within three 
weeks of each other, 23 March through 6 April.

10 out of 19 countries have met or exceeded their pre-COVID levels by mid-
June. Vehicle miles traveled ranges from 122% in Finland to 67% of the pre-
COVID level in the United Kingdom. However, when seasonally adjusted, VMT 
has only reached normal levels in Denmark and Finland.

While VMT continues to grow, the rate of growth has decreased in the last 
four weeks, and in some countries and cities, is half the rate of growth seen 
in April and May. 

VMT decreased significantly due to country lockdowns in attempt to slow 
the spread of COVID-19. Spain had the largest overall drop of any country 
analysed, at just 12% of its pre-COVID level. 

Italy saw vehicle miles traveled (VMT) fall the second week in March, while 
Spain, France and Germany saw their largest week to week drop by the third 
week. The UK’s largest drop occurred at the end of March, seeing its VMT fall 
by 56% in one week.

KEY FINDINGS:

Normalised travel for five most populous Western European countries; Jan-Feb baseline
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COUNTRY SHUTDOWN 
     DATE

LOWEST VMT 
      DATE

LOWEST VMT (%   CURRENT TRAVEL 
OF PRE-COVID)     (% OF PRE-COVID)

      WEEKLY AVG.             WEEKLY AVG. 
GROWTH SINCE LOW    LAST 4 WEEKS

Austria 14/04/20 23/3/20 21% 89% 14% 12%

Belgium 18/03/20 30/3/20 25% 87% 13% 11%

Czech Republic 12/03/20 30/3/20 40% 109% 10% 14%

Denmark 12/03/20 30/3/20 44% 120% 11% 9%

Finland 27/03/20 30/3/20 35% 122% 13% 8%

France 17/03/20 30/3/20 22% 112% 18% 14%

Germany 23/03/20 30/3/20 40% 98% 9% 4%

Ireland 3/12/20 6/4/20 27% 68% 11% 9%

Italy 09/03/20 23/3/20 24% 100% 14% 8%

Luxembourg 18/03/20 30/3/20 25% 82% 12% 5%

Norway 12/03/20 23/3/20 53% 111% 7% 3%

Poland 13/03/20 13/4/20 35% 105% 15% 8%

Portugal 19/03/20 6/4/20 22% 86% 16% 6%

Russia 28/03/20 30/3/20 62% 111% 6% 5%

Slovakia 16/03/20 6/4/20 33% 105% 14% 13%

Spain 14/03/20 6/4/20 12% 68% 21% 17%

Sweden No Lockdown 30/3/20 56% 100% 6% 3%

Switzerland 17/03/20 23/3/20 43% 97% 8% 5%

United Kingdom 23/03/20 6/4/20 26% 67% 11% 9%

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
When COVID-19 started hitting Europe earlier this year, many countries within the European 
Union closed their borders to non-essential travel and implemented various lockdown measures 
to combat the virus, including the closing of public parks, businesses, schools, restaurants and 
shops. In many areas, lockdowns required people to stay in their homes to slow the spread of the 
virus. As a direct result, travel demand fell across Western Europe, resulting in fewer cars on the 
road and almost no traffic congestion. 

However, the timing and the degree to which each country lockdown in response to the virus 
resulted in a significant variation of impact to the road network. For example, vehicle miles 
traveled (VMT) dropped 88% in Spain, the largest reduction seen in any country, while Sweden's 
VMT dropped 56% just a week earlier.

Since the lowest point, every country has continued to increase their rate of distance traveled, 
with 10 out of the 19 countries analysed meeting or exceeding pre-COVID levels of travel by mid-
June. However, after adjusting for seasonality, only two countries are seeing `normal' levels of 
VMT: Denmark and Finland.1

Overall, VMT in core cities continue to lag in comparison to their countries, indicating that key 
contributions to miles-traveled, like the commute, retail shopping and leisure, continue to be 
depressed in central cities.

TABLE 1: 

National Travel Statistics

1 All seasonal adjustments assume a VMT increase of 14% in June over February, based on DfT Table TRA0305.
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In Western Europe, Italy was hardest hit by COVID-19 early on. As a result, Italy reached a VMT low during 
the week beginning 23 March, at 24% of pre-COVID level nationwide. However, VMT rebounded to 100% of 
pre-COVID level by mid-June. Since its low, VMT in Italy has grown at an average weekly growth rate of 14% 
but has slowed in recent weeks to an 8% weekly growth rate.

In both Rome and Milan, weekly VMT reached a low the week starting 23 March, at 23% and 16% of pre-
COVID levels respectively. Since then, Rome has grown at 13% weekly while Milan has grown at just under 
16%. Despite that growth, however, Rome and Milan are still below 20% and 26% of their seasonally 
adjusted level.

NOTABLE TRAVEL TRENDS ACROSS EUROPE
ITALY

Normalised Weekly Distance Traveled for Italy, Rome, and Milan
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Vehicle-miles traveled in France dropped by more than half the week of 16 March and continued 
dropping until hitting its low off 22% two weeks later. Since its low, VMT in France has risen 18% per 
week, and has averaged 14% growth in the last four weeks. France is currently at 112% of its pre-
COVID VMT, 2% below its seasonally adjusted, `normal' levels.

Yet VMT in Paris still lags the rest of the country, and is currently at 97% of pre-COVID VMT, about 15% 
below its adjusted `normal.' Since its low of 17% the week of 30 March, VMT has grown at about 
17%, in line with the country, however, in recent weeks that growth has slowed to 8%.

FRANCE

Normalised Weekly Distance Traveled for France & Paris
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UNITED KINGDOM

Normalised Weekly Distance Traveled for UK, Belfast, London & 
Manchester

The United Kingdom reached a low of distance traveled on 6 April, with travel reaching just 26% of the pre-
COVID level. That week, London and Manchester hit their VMT low of 38% and 29% respectively. 
A week later, VMT in Belfast dropped to a low of 30% of its pre-COVID level. VMT is currently 70% of pre-
COVID level in Belfast, 70% in London and in Manchester at 67%. Nationwide, the UK has the slowest VMT 
recovery out of 19 countries studied (67% of its pre-COVID level).

The average growth rate from the low to the week of 15 June is 11% in the UK, with the last four weeks 
slowing to 9%. London has continued to grow slower than the country, averaging a 7% weekly growth rate 
since the beginning of April, while Belfast and Manchester have grown at about 10%.

Despite recent gains, however, Belfast, London and Manchester are still far below `normal' after adjusting 
for seasonality, at -39%, -41% and -38% respectively.
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SPAIN

Normalised Weekly Distance Traveled for Spain, Barcelona & Madrid

Spain reached a low of distance traveled during the week of 6 April, with 12% of pre-COVID VMT, though 
its largest drop occurred the third week in March, when it fell more than two-thirds, from 77% to 25% 
in one week.  This sharp decline led cities like Madrid and Barcelona to just 7% and 10% of pre-COVID 
levels, respectively. The average weekly growth rate since the low is 21% in Spain, with larger weekly 
growth Madrid and Barcelona, at 26% and 25%. 

In the past month, VMT growth in Madrid and Barcelona have outpaced all other cities analysed, growing 26% and 
22% per week respectively. However, the cities still lag their European counterparts, as travel in Madrid is sitting at 
about half of ‘normal’ levels when adjusting for seasonality. Barcelona is currently down a seasonally adjusted 37%.
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GERMANY

Normalised Weekly Distance Traveled for Germany, 
Berlin, Hamburg & Munich

While COVID-related lockdowns in Germany affected travel, Germany saw less of a reduction than the four other 
countries highlighted in this study. Travel in Germany dropped to 40% of its pre-COVID level the week beginning 
30 March and has since rebounded to 98%. 

Berlin and Hamburg have also recovered from their lows to 92% and 91% respectively, while Munich still lags at 
about 74%. Growth has lagged considerably in the last month across Germany, while travel in Berlin, Hamburg 
and Munich is still down 19%, 20% and 35% after adjusting for seasonality. 

APPENDIX:
Portugal: reached a VMT low during the week of 6 April, with 22% nationwide, and hit 17% in the city of Lisbon. The average 
weekly growth rate since the low is 16% in Portugal and 17% in Lisbon. Over the past month, weekly growth has slowed to 
6%, and 7% in Lisbon.  As of the time of this report, VMT is 86% of the pre-COVID level nationwide, while Lisbon lags at 69%. 

Belgium: reached a low of 25% of pre-COVID VMT on 30 March, while Brussels fell to approximately 20%. 
Since hitting its low, Belgium has grown an average of 10% every week, while Brussels has grown nearly 15%. 
Growth has slowed in recent weeks, from 7% in Belgium to 12% in Brussels. As of this report, VMT is currently 87% 
of the pre-COVID level in Belgium and 79% in Brussels. 

Norway reached a VMT low of 52.5% during the week of 23 March. Since then, Norway has grown an average of 7% per 
week. The average growth rate for the last four weeks is just 3%. The latest percentage of distance traveled is 
111% - above pre-COVID levels but still lagging when adjusting for seasonality.
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Sweden reached its VMT low during the week of 30 March, when it hit 56% of its pre-COVID level. Since the end of March, 
weekly average growth rate has been 6%, while slowing down to 3% in the last four weeks. Sweden is currently at its pre-
COVID level of travel yet is still behind a seasonally adjusted `normal.'

Finland reached a low of 35% during the week of 30 March. The average growth rate since this low is 13%, and the average 
growth rate of the last four weeks is 8%. The latest percentage of distance traveled is 122%, the highest level of any country 
analysed in this study.

Ireland reached a low of 27% on 6 April. The average growth rate since this low is 11%, and the average growth rate in the 
past four weeks is 9%. Ireland is currently at 68% of its pre-COVID level and is, along with the UK and Spain, among the 
countries with the largest impact of COVID on travel.

Austria reached a low of 21% on 23 March. The average growth rate since this low is 14%, and the average growth rate of 
the last four weeks is 12%. Austria is still 11% below its pre-COVID level.

The Czech Republic reached a low of 40% on 30 March. The growth rate since this low is 10%, and the growth rate of the 
last four weeks is 14%, indicating a much more recent surge in driving. Travel in the Czech Republic is currently 9% higher 
than its pre-COVID level.

Denmark also reached its low during the week beginning 30 March, where travel dropped to 44% of its pre-COVID level. The 
growth rate since this low is 11%, and the growth rate of the last four weeks is 9%. Denmark currently sits at 20% above its 
pre-COVID level, which, along with Finland, puts it above its seasonally adjusted 'normal.'

Luxembourg reached a low of 25% on March 30. The growth rate since its low is 12%, and the growth rate of the last four 
weeks is 5%. Luxembourg is still 18% down from its pre-COVID level of travel.

Poland reached a low of 35% the second week in April. The growth rate since its low is 15%, and the growth rate of the last 
four weeks is 8%. Poland is currently five points above its pre-COVID low, but still lower than 'normal' after adjusting 
for seasonality.

Russia reached a low of 62% during the week beginning 30 March. The growth rate since this low is 6%, and the growth rate 
of the last four weeks is 5%. Russia is currently 11% above its pre-COVID level.

Slovakia reached a low of 33% the first week in April. The growth rate since this low is 14%, and the growth rate of the last 
four weeks is 13%, indicating a steady climb. VMT in Slovakia is five points higher than its pre-COVID level.

Switzerland reached a low of 43% the last full week in March. The growth rate since this low is 8%, and the growth rate of 
the last four weeks is 5%. Switzerland is just three points below its pre-COVID level of travel.
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