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Mr. David Colbert,

Regional Transport Adviser,
4NW,

Wigan Investment Centre,

Waterside Drive,

Wigan,

WN3 5BA.

Monday, June 14th, 2010
Dear David

THE FUTURE OF REGIONAL TRANSPORT AND 

THE REGIONAL TRANSPORT ADVISORY GROUP (RTAG)
I am responding to your request for feedback about the future of regional transport and the Regional Transport Advisory Group (RTAG) now that Regional Strategies are no longer going to be statutory and Leaders Forums and Regional Development Agencies are being modified or disbanded.

As you are aware, I have been involved with regional working since its inception, representing the sustainable transport/ environmental point of view for several non governmental organisations (NGOs).  I took on the role of Convenor of the North West Transport Roundtable (NW TAR) about six years ago and some while afterwards you alerted me to the fact that the NW TAR were entitled to a seat on the RTAG.  I have assiduously taken it up ever since and found that body to be the most useful of the regional groupings to be a member of because of it being populated almost entirely by transport and planning professionals.  

Because I am not aligned to or sponsored by any concern and all my work is voluntary, I have found myself in something of a unique position in terms of observing the regional scene as it has unfolded.  To my mind, both statutory and non-statutory participants have benefitted from regional working because everyone has been better informed, best practice has been shared more than was the case before-hand and elected representatives in particular have been obliged to consider matters on a bigger/more holistic scale than applies to working within their own authorities.

There have been many times when the region’s social and environmental partners have not been treated in an equitable manner with the local authorities or even the economic partners, but at least we have had access to papers, we have been able to benefit from the same presentations, we have had a voice – although it has not always been given equal weight – and we have been able to put our case to planning inspectors at examinations in public, where we have had some considerable success.  
continued …
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Throughout the time that regional planning and transport work has existed, your role and that held by Roy Newton before he moved to his present job has been pivotal.  You and your planning colleagues have had a direct line to the DfT and DCLG  and to other regions and other regional agencies and have ensured that information is researched, collated, dissected and disseminated – to everyone’s advantage.  
Because of your good auspices, better working relationships have been forged between authorities and between bodies such as those I represent and others who are not natural soul mates.  But we all understand each other’s positions much better as a result of being brought together so often for mutual working.   Certainly I have felt more involved in policy making than I ever did only working at the County level.   I suspect that NGOs will be amongst the biggest losers through the loss of formalised regional working because of the way it was set up to include SEEPS – social, economic and environmental partners.  (The Institute of Highways Logistics representative on the RTAG was expressing concern about this to me at the TravelWatch North West conference in Lancaster on Saturday).  But, everyone who has taken part in regional working will undoubtedly be the poorer if it stops altogether.

Is it not possible that a Regional Transport Group could continue in some form, with local authorities taking it in turn to host meetings?  Apart from anything else, my understanding is that sub regional/ City Region working will continue and therefore the RTAG could be a means whereby best practice is disseminated for multi area agreements.   But, in any event, it would be a backwards step if local authorities were to retrench to focusing inwards and were not to be as exposed as they have been since regional working emerged to messages about modal change and social exclusion, reducing the need to travel, environmental limits, smart choices, active travel and reducing greenhouse gas emissions.  
If there is any role the NW TAR can play in helping to gather information or organise meetings/ events, please let me know.   As you can imagine, we are also at a stage in our existence where we are taking stock and considering the future.
I would like to close by formally thanking you for your fairness in always endeavouring to ensure that the messages from the sectors I represent have received an airing.     

Yours sincerely,

LILLIAN BURNS
Convenor, NW TAR
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