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[image: image1]Mr. David Colbert,                                           Mr. Nasar Malik & Ms. Jane Robinson,          
Regional Transport Advisor,                          Atkins Transport Planning & Management,          
4NW,                                                                  Ashley Road,           
Wigan Investment Centre,                             Epsom,           
Wigan, WN3 5BA                                             Surrey,  KT18 5NU.          

Sunday, January 24th, 2009

Dear David, Nasar and Jane,
DaSTS NW Study 6: Integrated Transport & Maintenance Block Funding Allocations
The North West Transport Roundtable (NW TAR) are responding here to the presen-tation made by Atkins Consultants on January 13th at the first Project Advisory Group (PAG) meeting for the DaSTS NW Study 6 on Integrated Transport and Maintenance Block Funding and also to the questions posed at it.  As will be apparent from this submission, our initial feelings about this study are less than positive but we endeavour to make some constructive suggestions towards the end of it.
The assessment criteria and the weighting assigned to it
The first meeting of this PAG focused almost entirely on the stakeholders’ survey and an analysis of its findings.  We have issues with both the survey and the analysis because both were subjective.  The assessment criteria applied to the answers (which were based on the personal views of the respondents - albeit that most respondents were local authority/ Highways Agency officers), drew on that used for Appraisal Summary Tables.  It is not clear to us why this method was chosen rather than the five DaSTS goals being the basis against which matters are judged.   Puzzlingly, the DaSTS requirements were merely lumped into one criteria – ‘Contribution to objectives and priorities’ - along with a mass of other policy objectives and criteria.
For the ‘Localism’ criterion, the consultants do not appear to have carried out their own impartial analysis of Local Area Agreement targets versus actual investment.  They should have also looked at which Local Authorities’ LAAs are currently complying with the DaSTS agenda.  (See version 4 of NW TAR analysis on this).  Otherwise, it might be the case that an LA is targeting its investment well to its targets, but those targets have little or nothing to do with DaSTS objectives.

The ‘Distribution and Equity’ criterion seems to be concerned just with the overall number of people who might benefit.  Equity implies that certain groups in certain areas could end up benefitting or disbenefitting disproportionately.  Also, we question the weighting given to ‘Value for money’ (ie. 25%) when one of Atkins’ own footnotes admits that the ‘benefits’ of many major schemes often disappear quite 
rapidly.  (And there is a separate issue/query, ie. value for whom?)
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The Campaign for Better Transport (CfBT) last week published an evaluation of the value for money cases of four Highways Agency schemes, based on the HA’s own assessment programme that compares their schemes one year and five years after opening against the original traffic, economic and environmental forecast.  The CfBT report - ‘The Highways Agency’s billion pound traffic gamble’ - looked at the ‘five years after’ Post Opening Project Evaluation  (POPE) research reports and it also examined an Atkins report, commissioned by the HA, which summarises 28 of the one-year-after POPE reports.  CfBT found that much doubt was cast on the value for money of road building and many of the claimed benefits do not materialise.  Their findings are on their website:  http://www.bettertransport.org.uk/system/files/HA-billion-pound-gamble.pdf.   
This work by CfBT follows on from a not unsimilar exercise carried out on behalf of the Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE) in 2006.  ‘Beyond Transport Infrastructure’ and a follow-on report focusing specifically on the evaluation of the Newbury Bypass, cast many serious doubts on the accuracy of forecasting when the case is made for road-building.  (Downloadable from www.cpre.org.uk/library/results/roads). 
NW TAR concur with the points of view expressed by several other PAG members at the meeting on January 13th - that the survey exercise (which did not require the submission of any evidence) was not a fact-based and objective one.  Consequently, we would conclude that it was of little value, especially as both the summaries of the arguments for and against the various options and the ‘overall assessment’ column in the table are subjective judgements as well.  And, we would argue that gracing a highly subjective set of judge-ments with a numerical score is a questionable way of drawing firm conclusions from shaky foundations.  
Our advice is that the survey exercise should be considered of little value and no weight placed on it.  No doubt it will be reported in the final report but it must be set very much in its context, ie. a straw poll of PAG members who were not required to provide an evidence-base or even to submit endorsed comments.       
Addressing the consultants’ questions
Should a regional pot be created and for what purpose?
In this region we already have an instance of where a sub-regional ‘pot’ has been created – the Greater Manchester Transport Fund.  The reality of this initiative has been that the political heavyweights of the Association of Greater Manchester Authorities (AGMA) have seen this as a means of funding road-building, which does not exactly fit with the DaSTS objectives.  If a regional pot could not be ring-fenced for schemes which meet DaSTS objectives, then there should not be one.
On what basis should the funding be allocated?  What should be the size of the pot?

If there is a way of ensuring that a regional ‘pot’ could only be allocated to transport interventions which comply with all the DaSTS objectives, then schemes which relate best to the requirements of the Climate Change Act should be given top priority.  However, there only seems to be a real value in having a regional pot if the schemes it funds are ones which benefit several authorities, eg. the North West Coastal Path or the Manchester Rail Hub.  The latter, it has been demonstrated, would benefit the entire North of England, let alone every part of the North West.   Understanding how politically-driven local authorities are, NW TAR suspects that the only way it would be possible to achieve buy-in to this concept, would be to identify the projects first and then negotiate with each authority how much they would be prepared to commit to the pot. 
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Is there support for top-slicing the Major Scheme pot to fund medium sized schemes?

This ought not to be a regional issue.   Funding transport interventions that cost something below the level at which they become ‘major schemes’, ie. £5 million, has been a problem for some time.  It is a particular problem for authorities such as Cumbria.  However, whilst Cumbria has many needs and problems unique to it in this region, they are not unique within the country and its profile is very comparable to Northumbria.  It ought really to be the DfT which addresses the problems of getting adequate funding to these underpopulated areas that cover vast swathes of the country.
4NW has canvassed several times the thought that it is no longer realistic to set a major scheme threshold of £5 million.  The impression which NW TAR has gained when it has been in fora where this is discussed is that the threshold should be raised and that, below that, more provision needs to be made for middle-ranking schemes.  There does appear to be some merit in this argument.  But, it seems inappropriate to try and solve the problem on a regional basis.  We believe this should be referred to the DfT.

Is there support for creating a regional pot to provide a mechanism for allocating additional funding transferred to maintenance in a strategic manner (according to need) rather than applying an across the board increase for all authorities?

 Being realistic (and bearing in mind the fact that there is never sufficient maintenance funding available) it is hard to envisage largely urban authorities agreeing to ‘their’ maintenance funding being spent on repairing roads in a rural authority’s area.  This does not appear to be a workable suggestion.

 Is there support for creating a regional pot for interventions to tackle climate change, with match funding from local authorities for ‘smarter choices’ measures?

NW TAR would support the thrust of this suggestion, which – in the light of the DasTS initiative and the Climate Change Act requirements – has a basis for being driven forward.  And we would hope that this is explored via the forthcoming DaSTS ‘Behavioural Change’ study as well as through this one.  However, we are somewhat concerned that the question appears to relegate climate change to “interventions” rather than it – and smarter choices – being the main impetus from which all else flows.   Following our initial submission to this study, we have received reassurances from the consultants that due emphasis will be placed on the issue of harmful greenhouse gas emissions, particularly carbon.  Developing this proposal would be one way of demonstrating that climate change is indeed central to the work being conducted.
Could a regional pot process be implemented which is acceptable to the Greater Manchester authorities who are already contributing to the Greater Manchester Transport Fund?

Before the Greater Manchester Authorities are cut adrift by the DfT and allowed to exercise much more discretion over their transport budget, the DfT should place a requirement upon them to comply with DaSTS and to work closely with all other local authorities in the region.  Without such a stipulation, which would need to be monitored, the likelihood is that Greater Manchester’s new-found status will lead to it ‘doing its own thing’.  This comment is based on its first action on the establishment of its own fund.   Without having gone through any of the preliminary stages required by WebTAG, it endorsed and set aside funding for a Mottram Bypass – even though this scheme was totally aspirational and would impact on a trunk road and an adjoining region.   If there is too little control exercised from the centre on Greater Manchester, it could actually prove disadvantageous to other parts of the region and to other regions.
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Further Comments
In our first submission, NW TAR made the point that a detailed breakdown of actual spending would be a far more useful evidence base for this study to be founded upon, rather than seeking stakeholders’ attitudes to tweaking various funding blocks.  Regrettably, this was not a requirement of the brief and it is apparent this information is not going to be forthcoming.  What is on offer - a regional average of the IT block - is wholly inadequate as it is bound to cover up huge variations. This is also therefore not especially useful.  However, what could be would be some illustrative detail highlighting different approaches in the region, eg. Liverpool and Manchester v. rural areas.   Equally, it would be helpful if the PAG could see an indication of how maintenance money is divided up by different types of authorities.  Even without that information, however, we would make the point that one advantage of shifting funding from ‘major schemes’ to ‘integrated transport’ is that the latter can have revenue packages.  Thus, a regional or sub-regional programme of ‘smarter choices’ measures to manage demand, mixed in with, eg. cycle training, better bus advertising, a travel behavioural change campaign, could be funded from the IT block.  
It appears to us that the key factor is to ensure priority is given to sustainable projects – whether that is delivering them as packages of measures which together roll into making up major schemes - or whether they are delivered individually.  

Suggestions
The PAG were encouraged at their first meeting to think laterally in making their responses to the consultants’ initial work.  We would like to see more being done to combine health and transport spending.  Not only because active travel, such as walking and cycling, results in a healthier population and helps to tackle obesity, but because reducing road traffic accidents/collisions reduces costs to the health service.  For instance, the DfT has just endorsed the rolling out of 20 mph zones following very successful pilot schemes in Portsmouth and London.  They no longer have to be accompanied by comple-mentary measures.   The pilots have demonstrated that 20 mph zones reduce the number of collisions and the severity of them (ie. vehicle to vehicle and vehicle to pedestrian and cyclist).  Can a means be found to bring together health and LA transport budgets to deliver these zones as quickly as possible?

Also, we would like to see some investigation carried out into how other countries disperse their transport spending.   The Netherlands have managed to invest substantially over several decades in cycling infrastructure and now most towns and cities manage to spend about 15 Euros per head on cycling – massively more than in the UK.    The Dutch have an overriding National Environment Plan which sits at the peak of an integrated hierarchy of plans, with a National Traffic and Transport Plan at a second level and a national Bicycle Infrastructure Plan at a third.  It is also worth noting here that Berlin decided to prioritise cycling simply because of its dire financial circumstances and the high value for money that a good cycling network offered.  We would encourage the consultants to look further afield for inspiration and, as well as offering suggestions/ possible solutions which fit within the present transport spending structure in the UK, they highlight best practice elsewhere.
Yours sincerely,

DAVID BUTLER






LILLIAN BURNS                   
NW TAR DaSTS NW Study 6 PAG  Group representative
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