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“Does the strategy provide an adequate framework for the development of ports bearing in mind the current Government review of ports policy?”

1
Introduction

1.1
This submission is concerned with the framework provided by the Regional Transport Strategy (RTS) insofar as it relates to the Port of Dover.  It concerns both the policy framework of the RTS and the Implementation Plan.  The District Council believes that the implementation side of the RTS is as important as the policy framework.  The Council’s general contention is that while the policy framework, subject to some refinement, reflects the importance of the Port, the implementation side is not sufficiently robust to achieve the policy objectives.

2 Importance of the Port of Dover

2.1
Before considering the RTS it is crucial to understand the significance of the Port in national, regional and local terms.  This will allow a clearer analysis of the adequacy of the RTS in supporting the Port’s future development.

2.2
The Department for Transport’s provisional port statistics for 2005 show that Dover is number nine of the top ten ports in the UK, measured in terms of tonnage handled (see Appendix 1).  Overall, there are 52 major ports in the UK.  Measurement by tonnage is somewhat crude, however, as it does not consider the type and value of goods, the implications for landside transport or other activities undertaken by ports.  DfT statistics do, though, also include measurement by freight units (see Appendix 2).  Measured in this way, in 2004 Dover handled the most freight of all UK ports (17% of UK total) although Felixstowe was only a little way behind.  Together, these two ports are pre-eminent accounting for one third of total UK port freight trade.  The table in Appendix 2 also shows that in 1994 the amount of freight units handled by Dover was significantly less (22%) than Felixstowe. Over the ten years 1994 to 2004 Dover’s growth (68%) has greatly outstripped Felixstowe’s (28%) so that Dover now handles 2% more freight. 

2.3
In terms of general activity Dover is the UK’s and Europe’s busiest ferry port.  In 2005 it handled 2.6 million cars, 108 thousand coaches and 13.3 million passengers. It also handled just over 2 million trucks despite operational difficulties in Calais during the early part of the year. Typical throughput for a busy midweek day in 2005 was 7000 trucks with single day peaks of over 8000. This is about one and a half times that handled by Eurotunnel over the same period. Dover Harbour Board’s Masterplan envisages that freight traffic through the Port will double over the next thirty years. The likelihood that this additional demand will be realized, if not exceeded, can be illustrated by the fact that over the first 7 months of 2006 freight traffic has grown just under 20% compared with the same period in 2005. The Port is estimated to contribute a total of £190 million to GDP.  The combined value of import and export freight passing through Dover is estimated to be £55 billion.  

2.4. In addition to this Dover is a premier cruise liner port.  The information in Appendix 3 (UK Market Trends section, page 6) shows that three UK ports handle 90% of all cruise ship embarkations and that Dover is the second of these behind Southampton.  In terms of port of call passengers Dover is the second of the top ten UK ports behind Guernsey.  Nationally growth in port of call cruise trade has been very strong and has trebled in the last six years.

2.5. In terms of the South East region only two ports, Southampton and Dover, feature in the DfT’s top ten 2005 provisional port statistics.  Southampton handles almost double the amount of freight measured in tonnage.  The table in Appendix 2, however, shows that in terms of freight units Dover handled over twice that of Southampton.  Furthermore, Dover handles 11% more freight units than all of the other five ports in the region put together.  For port of call cruise trade Dover is the only port in the South East region that is in the top ten.

2.6. The Port is a very significant source of employment in both local and regional terms.  It employs around 5,500 full time equivalent direct jobs and the Harbour Board estimates that it supports up to 22,000 jobs overall, of which around two thirds are based in Dover District.  It estimates that the Port contributes around £557 million to local economies through purchases, employee and visitor spending.

2.7. Overall, the future well-being of the Port and its continued ability to handle increases in all forms of traffic is vital to the national economy let alone the regional and local economies.  It is therefore crucial that the RTS is fully geared to the Port’s needs.

3 Policy Framework

3.1
The South East Plan rightly identifies Dover as a Gateway and Ro-Ro and Deep Sea Port with regional spoke connections aligned to northern France, Canterbury, and Folkestone/Ashford transport corridors.  It also identifies Dover as a Tourism Gateway.  

3.2
While this generally identifies an appropriate policy framework it is, in the Council’s view, not complete.  The strategic corridor between Dover and Thanet has not been recognised by the Regional Assembly as a regional spoke (the Council has made separate representations on this matter).  Furthermore, the Plan does not seem to recognise the important transport corridor between Canterbury and the Medway towns as a regional spoke.  There are, therefore, some important refinements that are required for the RTS in order for it to provide a comprehensive framework in support of Dover’s gateway function. 

4
Current Conditions

4.1
The vast majority of trade through Dover is road based.  While there are initiatives to increase the amount of freight carried by rail this would be relatively small quantities and the outlook is for continued strong growth in road haulage.   The trunk road network serving the Port comprises the M20/A20 route (the signed strategic route) and the M2/A2.  The great majority of traffic uses the M20/A20 route and passes through the Eastern Docks, which requires it to use a stretch of the A20 that passes through the centre of the town (Townwall Street).  This puts an enormous strain on the town and has created congestion, poor air quality leading to declaration of an Air Quality Management Area, and other poor environmental conditions.  Current conditions are not acceptable to the Council let alone with the effects of increased growth.

4.2
The Port is currently operating at peaks over 9,000 freight trucks per day which is the equivalent of 85 miles of end to end traffic.  It is a system which is very sensitive to any problems in handling the traffic efficiently within the Port, the effects of which are immediately felt in the town and its environs.  In addition, small disruptions in traffic flow on one of the trunk roads can often affect the operation of the other route.  When these incidents are of a more serious nature (unfortunately we have endured a number of fatal crashes - the most recent on 23 October) this can have a catastrophic impact on the operation of the other road and the town as a whole.

5
Implementation Proposals 

5.1
The South East Plan’s Implementation Plan does give general recognition to the need to improve the infrastructure and traffic management systems and identifies schemes for A2 Lydden-Dover, A20 Townwall Street, Lorry Parking (Cross Channel), Port of Dover Buffer Zones and Dover Western Docks rail freight link.  It is the priority attached to these and their consequent timing that is of enormous concern to the Council.

5.2
Only schemes that are private funded are programmed for the period to 2016 whereas the issues and current conditions demand action far sooner.  While the A2 Lydden-Dover scheme is currently shown as under investigation from 2011 to 2016 the Regional Transport Board is considering pushing back its priority.  It should also be borne in mind that a scheme is likely to take at least ten years from investigation to construction so that, on this timetable, it is highly unlikely that any action on the ground will have taken place in the Plan period to 2026.

5.3
The Council and several other local partners do not find this gap between the policy framework and the delivery of proposals to be at all acceptable.  This has been expressed in the correspondence to the RTB attached in Appendix 4.

6
Review of Port Policy

6.1
The Government’s current review of port policy raises the issue of intervention to dampen down demand in the south east and to stimulate it at ports in other regions.  Holding back on infrastructure provision for Dover would be one way of achieving this if it were to become the favoured policy.

6.2
The Council’s view is that while public sector policy can influence market decisions it is futile to attempt to go against them.  In this instance, Dover is the port of choice for freight unit traffic and the statistics indicate that this is only set to grow at a very strong rate.  Bearing in mind the importance of the trade passing through Dover to the national and regional economy, and of course the economies of many EU partners, it would be high-risk and foolhardy to attempt to manipulate the market to use alternative ports which it clearly does not favour. The most likely outcome of this is that the case for infrastructure provision at Dover would be taken away while commerce continued to use the Port and the town suffered to a much greater degree than at present.

6.3
The Council’s view is that public policy is doomed to failure if it attempts to “buck the market”; it should work with market forces to enable growth and prosperity.  In this instance, that requires proper planning and funding of the necessary infrastructure to enable the Port of Dover to accommodate growth in a way that improves conditions in the town.   This also requires a much greater priority attached to the issue than is currently evident from the Regional Assembly.

7
Conclusion

7.1
The Council considers that with some adjustments the Plan’s policy framework is adequate to support the continued growth of the Port of Dover.  The implementation and delivery side of the Plan is not, however, at all sufficient to fulfil policy objectives.  It needs to demonstrate a much greater priority and urgency to the delivery of infrastructure.  The policy alternative in the Port Review of deflecting demand to other regional ports is considered unrealistic and potentially highly damaging at both an international and local level.  

APPENDICES

Appendix 1
Department for Transport Provisional Port Statistics 2005 (www.dft.gov.uk/transtat/maritime)

Appendix 2
Department for Transport Maritime Statistics Ports 2004 (TSGB 5.5 – MS 2.3)

Appendix 3

FORESIGHT  Issue 31, May 2006 (www.tourismtrade.org.uk)

Appendix 4
Letters from Cllr. Paul Watkins, Leader of Dover District Council to the Regional Transport Board with attached correspondence
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