Sub-matter 3: Transport

Berkshire Joint Strategic Planning Unit (4092)

3.1: Does the RTS reflect the proposed spatial strategy?

3.2: Should there be a spatially more specific policy on demand management?

3.4: Should there be more guidance on the location of freight exchanges?

            RTS and the spatial strategy

1. For decades, the Berkshire area has been regarded as the engine room of the regional and national economy, and expected to deliver the highest levels of economic growth. But at the same time it has been starved of investment, apparently in the belief that a hitherto successful area like ours can fend for itself. For the last thirty years we have, to a considerable degree, been living off the legacy of the investments in our area made in the 1970s, such as the M4 and the last upgrade of the Great Western Main Line. 

2. But the scope for continuing to do so is now virtually exhausted. As the evidence presented to the Panel by the Highways Agency shows, the M4 throughout most of Berkshire is already loaded beyond its capacity and, by 2026, the overloading is forecast to get significantly worse. Their unconstrained model shows all of the M4 within Berkshire being overloaded, with the sections covering eastern and central Berkshire overloaded to between 144% and 160% of capacity, by 2026. The HA is increasingly likely to object to development in this area on traffic grounds. Similarly, Network Rail forecast that the rail operators serving our area would have levels of crowding well beyond acceptable levels, breaching current overloading standards by 2014/14 under their most recent baseline plan. The Great Western line is the only non-electrified main line out of London and has, by some margin, the worst punctuality record. 

3. The prospects for the future of transport in our area seem equally bleak. Spend on committed major transport schemes in the region by the Government over the next five years are shared out as follows: 40% on the Thames Gateway, 35% on the South Coast, 25% elsewhere and nothing anywhere in the Thames Valley (Thames Valley Economic Partnership figures). Whilst major schemes are only part of total investment in transport, they are the ones that grab the public’s attention and instil confidence in the business community. This situation is not going to be turned around in the short term. The experience of schemes like Crossrail shows how long-term major transport investment can be.

4.  But this is not simply a piece of local special pleading. The Plan properly reflects the importance of the M4 and Great Western Main Line corridor through Berkshire as an international and inter-regional route (Table T1). However, the policy implications of this are not fully worked through in the Plan. One key characteristic of this corridor (something it shares with other areas in the region, such as the M20 in Kent and the M25 in Surrey) is that it serves both as an international and inter-regional conduit, and as a vital part of the network serving the sub-region. The M4 is also the by-pass to Reading and many of the other Berkshire towns, without which – as we know from those times when an accident closes it – they rapidly go into gridlock.  

5.   As we saw above, these transport corridors – already operating near to or over capacity – have the potential to become massively overloaded during the life of the Plan. This is something that the various transport authorities will have to address over the next few years and it is clear that some form of demand management will weigh heavy in their deliberations. Our concern relates to the balance between sub-regional and inter-regional interests that will be arrived at. Our worst-case scenario would be if the Highways Agency sought to limit access to the M4 within Berkshire as a means of facilitating long-distance movement along the M4, while the train companies at the same time gave more priority (and capacity) to longer-distance routes. Both of these possibilities have been rehearsed by the players concerned at different times. The likely consequences of this would be:

· To force more drivers to use secondary routes which are themselves already overloaded and which are environmentally unsuited to carrying these levels of traffic;

· To force more people to look to a sub-regional railway service which was not capable of expanding in line with demand.

6.  The consequences of this for the sub-region could be very serious indeed. Transport is already a major concern for the local business community, and one that increasingly threatens to influence inward investment decisions against us. The knowledge-based industries, which are so important to the Thames Valley, particularly value good connectivity. Thames Valley Economic Partnership recently commissioned Deloitte to review the prospects for the sub-region, and their draft final report
 reached a number of conclusions about transport:

· the road network is over-burdened with average speeds on many journeys at morning peak period falling below the national average of 21 mph on urban roads;

· rail is often an inadequate alternative with over a third of intra-sub-regional journeys considered taking over twice as long (and up to three times as long) as the equivalent car journey.

· Investment is low with only £175 being spent per head of the population in the South East during the financial year 2003/04, well below the UK average of £275 per head. 

7.   Their overall conclusion was that if Thames Valley continues along its current trajectory the levels of success it currently enjoys may not be sustained. Congestion, unaffordable living and a shortage of skills in the region are all combining to push the Thames Valley towards a “tipping point”….The tipping point would discourage further investment in the area and stimulate outward investment by those already in the sub-region. 
8.   At risk would be the more than a fifth of the region’s GVA (totalling over £30 billions in 2006) that the Thames Valley currently earns, from just 17 per cent of the FTE workers in the region. 

9.   Turning to the specifics of the Plan, the final part of Policy T1 sets a series of criteria for prioritising transport investment. It is not clear whether these are listed in order of importance (something which the Plan might usefully clarify) but the first one deals with supporting the region’s international gateways and inter-regional movement corridors. But, whilst the policy goes on to prioritise measures to promote urban renaissance, no similar priority is attached to measures aimed at the protection and enhancement of the more successful parts of the regional economy. In our view, this would lend encouragement to decisions like those outlined in paragraph 5, with the serious adverse consequences we have spelt out. If a significant part of the sub-region’s earning power is lost in the way we indicate, it would seriously curtail the Assembly’s ability to pursue urban renewal, or indeed many of the other policy initiatives in the Plan. Whilst the Development Plan system may not have final control of the relevant decisions, this at least presents an opportunity to seek the Government’s endorsement of a statement, setting out the appropriate balance between sub-regional and inter-regional interests. We therefore propose two additions to policy T1:

· An additional criterion to be added to the first part of T1: 

viii  Avoid measures which pursue strategic objectives to the detriment of the continued economic well-being of individual sub-regions;  

· An additional criterion to be added to the second part of T1:

Ii Promoting the maintenance and enhancement of the economies of the sub-regions.

            Demand management
10  First, this evidence should not be seen as an argument either in favour of road user charging, or against it, but rather about the mechanics of how it might be introduced. Second, our comments relate to strategic road user charging schemes, ones that are likely to be on a larger scale and cover more than one local transport authority. They do not apply to localised schemes, along the lines of the one in Durham city centre, which could be implemented by a single transport authority. Nor do they apply to other forms of demand management, as distinct from road user charging.
11.  But before considering whether the policy needs to be spatially more specific, we believe you need to consider whether the current policy is aimed in the right direction, in terms of its implementation. As currently drafted, the policy places the onus firmly on local authorities to implement road user charging. We believe this is misdirected for five reasons:

(i) Recent statements from the Government make it clear that they are actively pursuing the possibility of a national scheme, and this should be reflected in the policy;

(ii) The Western Corridor & Blackwater Valley sub-region is served by nine different local transport authorities. This could make it difficult to agree either the principle, or the form and extent, of such a scheme. It could either pre-empt the use of this policy tool entirely, or produce a scheme with boundaries or methods of operation  that are not ideal in transport planning terms;

(iii) Any locally-introduced scheme would be in addition to existing national taxes on motoring, rather than instead of them. Given that current motoring taxation does not bear any relationship to congestion, the overall effect of a local scheme would inevitably be less focussed on deterring congestion than a national one, and therefore less effective;

(iv) A locally-applied scheme would, in our view, prejudice the competitive position of our area, in relation to the rest of the United Kingdom. A national scheme would at least put us on an equal footing with other parts of the country;

(v) A national scheme could take advantage of forms of new technology (such as the use of satellite tracking) that are unlikely to be available to local authorities. 

12.  For these reasons, we would like to see the policy and its supporting text redrafted, to give due recognition to the leading role of central government in evaluating and introducing strategic road user charging schemes, and the complementary role of local transport authorities, in leading on more local measures and assisting with strategic schemes, where the government decides to introduce them. If the current policy is to be retained in roughly its current form, we suggest the following redrafting:

       POLICY T6: CHARGING
Local Transport Authorities will work with the Government in designing and implementing a scheme of road user charging, in the event that the Government introduces a national scheme. In addition, Local Transport Authorities should make appropriate use of the powers available under the Transport Act 2000 to introduce new charging initiatives at a local level where these are required in order to support delivery of the regional spatial and transport policy frameworks.

13.  Should the policy be more spatially specific? If so, in what way would it do so and what added value would it bring? If you accept our argument that the Government should have the leading role, and local authorities a supporting one, in introducing strategic charging schemes, we wonder whether the Government needs such further powers as this Plan might convey, to enable it to introduce, say, a pilot project. The complexity of doing so, for example in an area like the Western Corridor Sub-region, would be considerable – far greater, we would suggest, even than for London - and it would require a great deal of preparatory work to get the basics right. We doubt whether sufficient ground work could be done in the context of this inquiry, to put you in a position to offer any but the most generalised of guidance in your report. If that is the case, we would then question whether that generalised guidance would provide much added value to the Government. We therefore recommend that the existing policy, as amended above, be retained in the Plan. 

14.  One final aspect of road user charging, which your questions do not address, is the cross-boundary impact of events in London. We understand that Transport for London is introducing a Low Emission Zone in London and is planning to introduce road user charging throughout the city by 2014. Boundary authorities, like those in east Berkshire, may well experience cross-boundary pressures, for example relating to parking and rat-running in an effort to avoid the cameras. At this stage, we are not certain whether these pressures need a policy response and, if so, whether the appropriate place for it is in the South East Plan or in individual LDFs.  

 Freight exchanges

15. The Berkshire authorities have some experience of inter-modal freight exchanges. An application for such a facility was made in our area (it was refused on appeal, for reasons unrelated to the issue raised below). Whilst we support the objective of encouraging the movement of freight from road to rail, we believe the policy as drafted has a serious omission, one that could leave an authority vulnerable to an application that generates a good deal of additional local traffic, but offers no real benefit in terms of moving traffic from road to rail. Our concern is that a scheme, whilst badged as an inter-modal exchange, could be a Trojan horse for a large road-based warehouse park, with substantial quantities of freight being transhipped from one lorry to another, but an insignificant proportion of it either coming in or going out by rail. There is a practical problem with this, in that the applicant may not be willing or able to accept a condition or a legal agreement that required rail use, since it would mean that he was no longer eligible for rail grant to help fund the infrastructure. This needs to be addressed by the relevant authorities.

16.  We therefore recommend that the supporting text to Policy T13 (paragraph 1.32) should therefore have the following words added to the end of it:

      and evidence should be sought to confirm that a significant proportion of the goods entering or leaving any such facility will be carried by rail.

17.  The policy itself should have the following words added at the end:

iv: and should be able to demonstrate the potential for a significant diversion of traffic from road to rail.

� (Economic Challenges Facing the Thames Valley – August 2006)
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