NW TAR submission for NW RSS EIP, October 2006.      Respondent No. 556.      Matter 5C.


NORTH WEST TRANSPORT ACTIVISTS’ ROUNDTABLE
(Respondent No. 556)

SUBMISSION FOR THE REGIONAL SPATIAL STRATEGY 
FOR THE NORTH WEST, EXAMINATION IN PUBLIC, ON: 
MATTER 5C (TRANSPORT INVESTMENT &
MANAGEMENT PRIORITIES)
IN WHICH THE TAR ARE INVITED PARTICIPANTS

October 2006

	
	NW

	TAR
	


          North West 

Transport Activists’

          Roundtable
This report has been compiled on behalf of the NW TAR by:

Convenor Lillian Burns

	
	NW

	TAR
	


North West Transport Activists Roundtable
c/o Greater Manchester Transport Resource Unit,
Greater Manchester Centre for Voluntary Organisations,

St. Thomas Centre, Ardwick Green North,

Manchester, M12 6FZ.

Tel:  0161 277 1000

Matter 5:  Regional Transport Priority  
Matter 5C:  Transport Investment and Management Priorities
(i)
How do the transport investment priorities set out in Tables 10.2 a-e address RSS and the RES objectives?  Do they take account of the likely resources available to deliver them?
The first part of this question hinges on the perceived economic benefits of transport interventions because, as both the Draft RSS and the RES have objectives which are primarily focused on achieving beneficial economic outcomes, the question is - will the transport investment priorities deliver these?

In response to this, the North West Transport Activists Roundtable would like to remind the RSS EIP Panel of a landmark report:  ‘Transport and the Economy’, published by the Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions on behalf of the Standing Advisory Committee on Trunk Road Assessment (SACTRA) in 1999.  Until this report from the government’s principal independent adviser on roads appeared, there had been a widely held belief that all major transport infra-structure investments were ‘a good thing’ as they led to significant economic benefits. This report shattered that illusion. [SLD/NWTAR/6] (Url: www.dft.gov.uk/ stellent/groups/dft_econappr/downloads/pdf/dft_econappr_pdf_610277.pdf).   

SACTRA were asked to consider four questions:

In response to the first - Do transport improvements lead to increased economic activity? - the committee said it depended on the area and the circumstances.  Often the ‘background noise’ of other elements of the economy made it difficult to judge.  But they pointed out that roads work in two directions and were just as likely to suck a workforce away from an area as bring investment to it.  They found that in a mature economy such as that which exists in the UK the impact of transport investments on the economy were likely to be marginal and claims for big, positive impacts on the economy of such investments had no foundation.

In response to the second question – Is it possible to decouple growth in traffic levels from growth in the economy? – the committee were cautiously optimistic.  They said there was good evidence to show it can take place (ie. we can have growth without more traffic), but it concluded there needed to be rigorous assessments of traffic reduction schemes (eg. pedestrianisation or road pricing) in the same way as there should be rigorous assessments of all transport schemes.

In response to the third question – Do the procedures for transport appraisal currently used by the DETR fully capture the economic impacts [positive and negative] of specific transport projects such as new roads? – the committee found they did not and tabled a range of questions which could be used to test schemes.

And in response to the fourth question – What recommendations follow for the DETR’s procedures and practices? -  the committee highlighted the need for a more stringent economic assessment of all transport measures to sit alongside the environmental assessment.  This should consider the rationale for the intervention, the assessment of the likely effects on transport prices and social costs, estimated losses in economic activity and the places, people and sectors of the economy likely to be affected. 
In all, SACTRA made nearly 50 recommendations, only some of which have so far been taken up by government.  This was a thoughtful, well researched academic work by a committee of leading transport specialists and its findings deserve to be given more credence than they have been at every level of transport planning.  

The North West, in drawing up its transport priorities, failed to take cognisance of SACTRA’s findings and made many economic judgements without having the evidence base to support them.  NW TAR contend it was wrong for perceived economic benefits to be given twice the rating (50%) of that given to social and environmental impacts (25% each), particularly as many of the interventions had not had economic impact assessments carried out.  It should be noted, for instance, that no economic impact assessment has been conducted on the A556 (M6 to M56) Improvement and the Highways Agency told their Northern Environmental Committee that they did not intend to carry one out!  Yet the perceived economic benefits for this scheme were so great that when a decision was made in camera not to give equal weighting to economic, environmental and social issues – as had been originally discussed – the A556 scheme shot up the priorities listing to number two in the overall ratings (Table 10.2b, p. 46, Draft NW RSS).  Judged on an equal basis for the economy, environmental and social issues this scheme had not made the top quartile -  which means it would not have qualified for recommendation to government in the Regional Funding Allocations.
The RSS EIP Panel is also asked to note that this region took as a ‘given’ those schemes which government had already indicated could start to proceed through the planning system – whether they had begun to do so or not.  This was not the case in some other regions.  Consequently, the A57/ A628 Mottram-Tintwistle Bypass which will impact on the Peak District National Park and an ancient woodland and which has yet to go through a planning inquiry, was not subjected to the criteria that was agreed (Table 10.2a, p.45).

The EIP Panel should also note that the Transport Forum set up by Government Office for the North West to decide of the Regional Funding Allocations did not include any environmental representative – not even one from a statutory agency.  Also, the recommendations which emerged from this grouping were launched by GONW at a pre-Christmas launch event and then approved as part of the Draft RSS by the new NWRA Executive Board in early January without first being subject to wider stakeholder debate.  NW TAR wrote to GONW at the time complaining about the lack of robustness in the procedures and registering the fact they did not sign up to the RFA recommendations which were arrived at with undue haste.  
Before any road schemes are given the go-ahead through the regional transport prioritisation process, there ought to be a requirement for an exhaustive explor-ation of alternatives, as advised by the Sustainability Appraisal (p.67).  Both the last two Transport White Papers said roads should only be built as a last resort.

All the road schemes in the transport investment priorities tables will work counter to two of the RSS objectives:
· The protection and enhancement of the region’s built and natural environmental assets and 

· The active management and prudent use of our natural and man-made resources *, with fewer emissions of key greenhouse gases and the most efficient use of infrastructure

*
It should not be forgotten that road-building requires significant use of minerals and aggregates

And nor will they necessarily help deliver another aspect of another objective – safety.  A major argument for the construction of many roads is that they will deliver accident savings.  It is therefore apposite to point out here that a Highways Agency on-line report on the Newbury Bypass, posted on their website in September 2006, revealed that more people have been killed on the A34 Newbury Bypass in Berkshire than on the original road.   When this road was at the planning stages, the DfT forecast that there would be a 47% cut in road deaths along the route.  Instead there was a 67% increase in deaths over the five years after it opened in 1998. 

The other RSS objectives, as NW TAR pointed out in its response to Matter 1, are economically-based.  
Prior to the publication of SACTRA’s ‘Transport and the Economy’, the conclusion which would most likely have been drawn from the transport priorities list is that all the road schemes and most of the other transport interventions would auto-matically reap economic benefits.  This assumption should no longer be made.
As far as the transport priorities meeting the Draft RTS objectives is concerned, this is also a moot point.   
The first one, aims to “support economic growth and business competitiveness through the introduction of a range of measures” [which includes] “tackle congestion”.  It is important to appreciate, therefore, that yet another myth is now being broken down – that constructing new roads or widening existing ones will reduce congestion.  
NW TAR commend to the EIP Panel a new report published jointly by the Countryside Agency and the Campaign to Protect Rural England:  ‘Beyond Transport Infrastructure’.  (Ref: SLD/CPRE/12).  
This report has found that the roads it studied (which included the M65 in Lancashire) do not deliver the benefits promised in terms of relief from congestion.  They themselves fill up with traffic faster than predicted and the roads they are built to relieve soon get back to pre-congestion levels.  
Yet – far from learning from our past mistakes – we persist in repeating them.  For instance, Blackburn with Darwen Borough Council have stated in their latest five-year Local Transport Plan that they would like to see the M65 widened in order to support the Whitebirk industrial estate which they are hoping will be expanded across swathes of Green Belt and designated a strategic regional site as part of this RSS process.  NW TAR oppose Whitebirk being designated a strategic site because of its unsustainable location distinct from the population and the built areas and the fact that its proximity to the M65 will merely encourage very long-distance commuting and not necessarily bring many benefits to Blackburn.
Modal shift and better land-use planning are the only solutions to transport problems in the long term.  NW TAR therefore wholeheartedly support Draft RTS objective no. 4.
NW TAR contend that there is not a robust case for a number of the road schemes which have been endorsed through the regional transport prioritisation process.  Because ‘deliverability’ was a key deciding factor in the decision-making criteria, some schemes appear to have scored more highly because they were further developed – not because they were inherently more sound.  (The same argument can be made for the ‘affordability’ and ‘value for money’ criteria).  
Meanwhile, objections to schemes from major agencies have been ignored.  For instance, the Environment Agency and English Heritage have objected to the Heysham-M6 Link, the Peak District National Park Authority are opposed to the Mottram-Tintwistle Bypass and the Glossop Spur which is inter-dependent upon it and the Mersey Conservator is opposed to the New Mersey Crossing.  A number of schemes like the Heysham-M6 Link and the SEMMMS Relief Roads run through flood plains and others (like the Mottram-Tintwishistle Bypass and again the SEMMMS Relief Roads) would exacerbate air pollution problems in places which are already air quality management areas.  Most telling is the fact that none of the schemes authenticated by the transport priorities process were properly judged against the impacts they would have on climate change.  So, they would not comply in any event with DP 1 as it stands in draft form – although NW TAR has already argued that the climate change policies should be significantly improved.
As far as the second part of the first question is concerned – Do they take account of the likely resources available to deliver them? – NW TAR would point out that this region, unlike most others, did not include ‘optimism bias’ in their calculations when making their RFA recommendations.  This being the case, we would assume the answer to this question is ‘No’.  

(ii)
How would Policy RT8 and Tables 10.2 a-e be improved in terms of setting achievable outcomes for transport improvements?
In view of the cap of 2,000 words on responses, it is only possible to appeal here for the serious short-comings outlined above to be rectified.
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