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What is a ‘taxi’? 

The term ‘taxi’ is in common usage across the country, but there can be differences 
in how that term is used. 

For example, in London the term ‘taxi’ is synonymous with the city’s black cabs 
(licensed as ‘hackney carriages’) and the term ‘minicab’ tends to be used to refer to 
private hire vehicles (essentially anything that is not a black cab). Outside of London 
the term ‘taxi’ is often used to refer to both hackney carriages and PHVs, although 
they are licensed differently. 

The term ‘taxi’ is relatively modern. It was first used in legislation in the Transport Act 
1980, where section 64(3) defines a taxi in the same terms as a ‘hackney carriage’. 
Most of the legislation and case law still refers to taxis as ‘hackney carriages’.

The Law Commission looked at the definition of ‘taxi’ in its May 2014 report. It 
concluded that the term ‘hackney carriage’ should be replaced in legislation with the 
word ‘taxi’, while the term ‘private hire vehicle’ should remain unchanged: 

We … recommend that the statutory language be changed to “taxi” for 
hackney carriages. The use of “hackney carriage” is an historic anomaly. 
“Private hire”, on the other hand, is a modern term which, although it may not 
receive much public usage, accurately describes the service it relates to. 
We recognise that there is a significant depth of feeling in relation to the use 
of the term “taxi”, in any form, by private hire firms. Given the growth of online 
marketing it seems than only an outright prohibition on these terms would be 
effective. We acknowledge that the term “private hire” is not well-known 
amongst the general public, and the term “minicab” is only used to any great 
extent in London. Yet if private hire vehicles are to be prohibited from using 
signage including the word “taxi” it appears inevitable that this restriction 
should also apply to advertising. It could be argued that allowing private hire 
firms to advertise as taxis might encourage the public to try to hail private hire 
vehicles. On the other hand, private hire vehicles should continue to be 
allowed to advertise as “cabs”.

Thus, for the purposes of this paper, and in line with the Law Commission’s 
recommendation, the term ‘taxi’ is used to refer to what are currently defined in 
legislation as ‘hackney carriages’.


