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Petrol stations might have been around for nearly 
a century, but there’s probably a lot you don’t 
know about these roadside retailers. In this eBook, 
we take a look at the big changes that have 
swept through petrol forecourts over the decades 
and delve into some of the important safety 
improvements that have been made.

What changes have you noticed in petrols stations 
over the years? Join the conversation using the 
hashtag #PetrolInThePast.



You might find it difficult to imagine driving without being 
able to pull into a petrol station to refuel, but for the first 
25 years of motoring, people had to make do without 
forecourts. Instead, they purchased their fuel in cans from 
a range of retailers, including hardware shops, chemists, 
garages and hotels. 

Before the first fuel stations Did you know?

In the early days of driving, 
fuel was distributed to 
retailers around the country 
by rail.



The UK’s first petrol station opened in Aldermaston, Berkshire in November 1919. Run by 
the Automobile Association (AA), it had just one hand-operated pump and drivers were 
served by an AA employee dressed in full uniform.
 
The concept quickly took off and by 1923, there were around 7,000 pumps 
across the country. These early filling stations were often hastily built and poorly 
designed, prompting demands for more carefully planned forecourts. The Petroleum 
(Consolidation) Act 1928 was intended to address this problem. It allowed local 
authorities to regulate the appearance of these retailers. 

In rural areas, the garish signage and galvanised iron sheds that had characterised many 
early fuel stations were replaced by more understated design features that were in-
keeping with the surroundings. For example, tiled or thatched fuel pump canopies started 
to appear. On main roads, architect-designed fuel stations sprang up as companies made 
more of an effort to create aesthetically appealing petrol stations.

The early days of petrol forecourts 



Between 1951 and 1961, car ownership in the UK rose by 
250%. This post-war motoring boom had a big impact 
on the way people travelled and meant they started to 
expect more from their fuel providers. The country’s 
first service station, Watford Gap, opened at the same 
time as the M1 motorway in 1959. As well as selling 
fuel, it offered drivers a selection of sandwiches so they 
could satisfy their appetites without having to make a 
detour in their journeys.
 
Just over 10 years later, BP opened a self-service station 
in Essex offering vending machines, a car wash, snacks 
and a variety of other products, including cigarettes. 
By the 1980s, it was common for forecourts to include 
convenience stores. 

From the 1950s onwards 

Did you know?

In 1955, you could expect 
to pay just 22.5p (four 
shillings and sixpence in 
old money) for a gallon of 
petrol. That works out at 
around 5p per litre.

It’s rumoured that Jimi 
Hendrix mistakenly assumed 
that the Blue Boar Café at 
Watford Gap service station 
was a nightclub because 
fellow musicians talked 
about it so much.



Convenience remains the watchword 
in forecourt design. The trend that 
started with the driving boom in the 
1950s has continued and motorists 
today can do much more than simply 
fill their cars when they pull into a 
petrol forecourt. From coffee shops, 
restaurants and convenience stores 
to parcel pick-up and drop-off points, 
many of these retailers now offer 
a range of goods and services. To 
accommodate shoppers, they have 
also increased the number of parking 
spaces available. 

The early days of petrol forecourts 

Did you know?

You might associate 
uniformed forecourt 
attendants with a bygone era, 
but in fact it’s still possible 
to have your car filled by 
a member of staff. For 
example, some Shell petrol 
stations offer this service.

 A rising number of forecourts now 
give drivers the option of paying for 
their fuel at the pump, providing added 
convenience and helping to reduce 
labour costs. Some stations even 
allow motorists to use smartphone 
apps to pay for their fuel. Drivers 
simply create an account and then 
whenever they want to fill up, they 
launch the app on their phones 
and enter the number of the pump 
they have parked next to. Their 
fuel purchase is then automatically 
deducted from their account.



Safety standards have been 
transformed in filling stations over 
the decades. Whereas the risk 
management procedures in place 
in early forecourts were minimal, 
retailers now take a range of 
measures to control any dangers. 
For example, they:

• Ensure all employees are thoroughly trained in how to 
store fuel (and keep careful records of this)

• Use warning signs to identify hazardous areas
• Use high-tech monitoring and quick response safety 

systems for tanks and pumps to protect against spills 
and leaks

• Control sources of ignition

• Create a safe traffic movement system (such as a one-
way exit and entry system for the forecourt)

• Provide clear signage setting out their traffic control 
measures

• Offer enough parking spaces located away from the 
pumps and close to the shop

• Protect vulnerable structures like fuel tanks from vehicle 
impact

Safety first Fuel storage

Vehicle movement



• Ensure all escape routes and fire exits are kept clear
• Have suitable equipment for dealing with minor 

incidents, including a supply of fire extinguishers and dry 
sand

• Ensure they can quickly make contact with the fire 
brigade in an emergency

• Place conspicuous warning notices such as ‘Highly 
Flammable’ and ‘Switch Off Engine’ in hazardous areas

• Prohibit smoking on the forecourt and in any other areas 
where there is a risk of ignition

• Warn people of the risk of using electricals, including 
mobile phones, on forecourts 

Fire

• Ensure these systems are effectively monitored 
(for example by locating them within sight of shop 
attendants)

• Train staff in their safe use
• Display clear safety information on the equipment (for 

example encouraging drivers to check the correct tyre 
pressures for their vehicles before using)

Compressed air systems

As part of their risk management 
planning, forecourt owners can also 
now access tailored petrol station 
insurance policies that protect them 
in a range of scenarios, from fuel 
leaks and fires to vehicle collisions. 

Did you know?

Although mobile phones 
don’t pose a major fire 
risk on forecourts, they 
aren’t certified for use in 
the potentially explosive 
atmospheres around the 
nozzle and pump during 
refuelling, as well as the 
vent and fill pipes during 
fuel deliveries. It’s also 
worth bearing in mind that 
using a phone can distract 
you from other forecourt 
dangers, like moving 
vehicles.



The at one time seemingly unstoppable rise in 
petrol station numbers came to a halt around 
five decades ago. At the peak in 1970, there were 
over 37,000 forecourts across the UK, but this 
number had dropped to just under 8,500 by 
2015. A range of factors have contributed to this 
decline, including an increase in the size of fuel 
stations and the fact that independent retailers 
(particularly those in remote areas and those in 
competition with larger rivals and supermarkets) 
have struggled to remain price competitive.
 
Also, while there are now more cars on the 
road than there were in the heyday of petrol 
forecourts, vehicles are becoming increasingly 
efficient so need to refuel less frequently.

A drop in forecourt numbers 

Did you know?

The average new petrol car 
increased in fuel efficiency by 
nearly 48% between 2000 
and 2015.

The average new diesel car 
increased in fuel efficiency by 
38% over the same period.



How close you are to a petrol station at any 
given time depends on where you are in the 
country. A 2011 Forecourt Report produced 
by wholesaler Palmer and Harvey highlighted 
the regional differences in forecourt 
numbers.
 
Fife in Scotland was bottom of the list in 
terms of forecourt numbers. It had 36 filling 
stations supplying over 163,000 motorists 
(a ratio of one forecourt to every 4,538 
drivers).
 
In contrast, drivers in Clwyd in north-east 
Wales had the easiest access to petrol 
stations. There were 230 stations in the area 
(a ratio of one filling station to every 1,023 
drivers).

Where’s your nearest 
fuel station? 



Major changes could be afoot in the filling 
station industry as we start to transition 
away from petrol and diesel to other sources 
of fuel. For example, you can expect to see 
a big rise in the number of public electric 
vehicle charging points available in the UK 
over the next few years. Hydrogen refuelling 
is also predicted to become much more 
widespread as a rising number of companies 
and consumers start to make the switch to 
this green energy source.

It’s impossible to know exactly what 
filling stations will look like in the years to 
come, but you can be sure they’ll carry on 
reflecting our driving habits and our desire 
for a safe and convenient way of refuelling.

The filling stations of the future
Did you know?

There are now over 4,000 
public electric vehicle 
charging points in the UK and 
Nissan expects this figure to 
increase to 7,900 by August 
2020.



• The earliest motorists had to buy fuel in cans from 
retailers such as chemists, garages and hardware shops.

• The UK’s first petrol station opened to customers in 
Aldermaston, Berkshire in 1919. It had just one hand-
operated pump.

• By 1923, there were around 7,000 pumps in the UK. 
Many of these early filling stations were considered an 
eyesore, prompting new legislation that allowed local 
authorities to regulate their appearance.

• The country’s first service station, Watford Gap, opened 
on the M1 in 1959. As well as fuel, it served sandwiches 
to hungry travellers.

• By the 1980s, it was common for forecourts to include 
convenience stores, car washes, vending machines and 
other extras.

• It’s now possible to find everything from cafes and 
shops to parcel pick-up and drop-off points at service 
stations. 

• A rising number of forecourts give drivers the option of 
paying for their fuel at the pump or through smartphone 
apps.

Before petrol stations

The first forecourts

The post-war motoring boom

Today’s forecourts

Petrol stations have changed a lot 
over the last century. Share your 
experiences of changing forecourts 
using the hashtag #PetrolInThePast. 

Summary



• While safety standards may have been somewhat lax 
in early petrol stations, now retailers follow strict rules 
when it comes to minimising risks.  

• Whether it’s storing fuel, controlling traffic, preventing 
fires or managing compressed air systems, they have a 
range of procedures in place to control dangers. They 
can also access tailored insurance policies to protect 

• At the peak of petrol forecourts, there were over 
37,000 in the UK. By 2015, this had fallen to under 
8,500.

• According to Nissan, public electric vehicle charging 
points will outnumber traditional filling stations by the 
summer of 2020. Hydrogen is also predicted to become 
much more popular as a fuel.

Safety is a top priority

A fall in forecourt numbers

The fuels of the future 
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