REINVIGORATING UK LOCAL TRANSPORT PROVISIONS

1. 
HISTORICAL BAGGAGE

1. From official returns, the peak passenger demand (tram, trolleybus and motorbus combined) for local public transport in the UK was c1949.  Thereafter loss of demand was a near annual event until c1997 when some 75% of peak passenger numbers had been lost.  Not even the USA has had anything like this loss of passengers from local public transport. 

2. A consequence of population spread has been that peak: off peak ratio of passenger demand has become more distinct; at worst it can be likened to a one way tidal flow from suburbs to centre in the morning and back again in the evening.  This has major implications for the transport assets used.

3. The UK’s first generation tramways were undermined by a variety of factors but three of significance were:

· (i) the spreading and thinning of population in urban areas

· (ii) the differential in taxation from the 1920s between tram and motorbus whereby motorbus paid a fixed annual sum for unlimited access to the national road network but tram was taxed on the tracks in situ through the obligation to pay local authority rates on tracks and the obligation to maintain the road surface between the rails and 18” to each side

· (iii) the requirement for the authority of Parliament to effect any additions to the route network, a practice almost unique to the UK.

The UK was second to the USA in global terms in running down the first generation tramways, some 20-30 years in advance of the rest of the world.

4. UK tramcars (and trolleybuses) were replaced by oil fuelled buses and then oil fuelled private transport.  Until the late 1940s, UK Treasury deemed oil from the Anglo-Persian Oil Co to have come from within the sterling area and thus not classified as imports to be paid for out of foreign exchange reserves.

5. The higher construction cost of tramways is justified by their ability to carry more passengers per vehicle/per member of crew than motorbuses or trolleybuses.  In the UK, this advantage was gradually ceded from the 1930s but has been restored with the arrival of light rail vehicles.

6. To increase the number of passengers carried per vehicle, serious thought has to be given to revenue collection.  Until some 10 years ago, UK ticketing practice was little changed from the stage fare system common in the days of horse traction and limits the use of higher capacity vehicles. 

7. Local public transport operations have had constant problems with recruitment and retention of labour since WW2 and labour difficulties have given the poor image and perception of reliability of local public transport.

8. From c1879 to 1985, operating statistics for statutory urban transport operators were available publicly, although little use seemed to be made of this data nationally for strategic planning purposes.  Post 1985, such data has been suppressed and only regional snapshots are available to the public from DfT.

9. The Office of Fair Trading has had much influence on local transport practice since bus de-regulation in 1985 to the detriment of competition between public and private transport.  In a complete reversal of previous practice within the industry, co-operation between operators on ticketing and timetabling was outlawed, and cross-subsidy was made more difficult to apply.

10. As a consequence of previous national government action, local authorities have lost their role in delivery of local public transport but have an increasing interest/reliance on the income from private car use, particularly car parking.

11. UK light rail schemes have one of the longest gestation periods in the world and, outside London, have to face open competition from other modes.

12. The fuel consumption of contemporary motor buses is higher (~30%+) than 30 years ago.  Light rail vehicles are now better able to recover braking energy not only by regenerative braking but through the use of supercapacitors.

13. Since the late 1920s, successive UK governments have had what seems like a grudge against electric traction for the powering of urban transport systems.  This would have stemmed from the troubles in the coal industry post WW1 but old attitudes lingered.  Electric traction now has the potential for many other sources of green electricity supply.

14. The various privatisation processes saw a culling of core expertise in transport operation, transport delivery and manufacturing in the UK.  These national assets cannot be replaced quickly.

2. 
OBSERVATIONS ON THE UK’s LOCAL TRANSPORT PROBLEM

1. Transport is a fundamental part of the operation of any society but has long been taken for granted in the UK by the public and by politicians.

2. Public debate on local transport matters in the UK over the last 120+ years has been dominated by issues of ownership of assets, not on what the transport system is expected to deliver.

3. The political fashion in the UK c10 years ago on transport matters was “integrated transport”; the term “integrated” was never defined.

4. Transport needs and mode of transport delivery affect public access to everyday necessities such as employment, schools, health, policing, etc.  Additionally, transport practice impacts on such national strategic issues as land use, an increasing reliance on imported fuels with the risks of sudden variations in availability and price of fuels, and consequences of pollution.

5. With the exception of Transport for London and the Passenger Transport Authorities in the metropolitan areas (1969 to 1985), there have been no local or national government organisations with an overall remit for local transport provision and delivery. 

6. Local transport provisions have rarely been marketed to the public in the UK. After all, who is in overall charge to direct or to benefit from such initiative?

7. Local transport problems over the last 60+ years in the UK and North America have been ascribed to “congestion” and the common solution has been to build more relief roads for freight and for private transport.

8. There are few constraints within the UK economy to the creation of additional transport demand by road vehicles by the likes of out-of-town shopping centres, green field housing developments, etc.

9. UK still has good networks of air, rail, coach and bus services but means of transfer between networks are erratic and generally very poor.  The “seamless” journey by public transport requires co-ordination of timetables and ticketing, as well as appropriate facilities at the interchange point.

10. Whereas passengers on the London underground accept the need to transfer between lines, there is a general public distrust in the UK to transferring between lines of other operators.  This distrust is heightened by the lack of flexibility of ticketing and other basic expectations.

11. Urban bus networks have spread out to match the spread of population but it is often the case that the resulting route network is a “hub and spoke” formation which requires passengers trying to get between points on separate spokes to travel to the hub to pick up the appropriate second spoke.  Orbital routes connecting the outer limits of spokes are often not commercially profitable in conventional terms.

12. The chaos in the UK economy brought about by the fuel protester blockades in 2000 should have been a warning as to UK’s reliance on oil fuelled transport.  The disruptions this year to transport due to (i) the volcanic ash pollution and (ii) the cold weather should also be seen as warnings about the widening gap between public and political expectations as to what is expected of the transport networks and what is deliverable.

13. As the UK population has spread out from traditional centres over the last three generations, the other day to day activities of an urban population have also spread out – education, shopping, leisure, health, employment, etc.  Journeys in the suburbs are thus increasingly complex and longer, and private transport has becomes the preferred mode of conveyance.

14. UK local transport policies may have delivered low costs of operation in comparison with other countries but at the cost to UK society of a system which is fragmented and generally not fit for purpose.  Even in North America it was accepted from the 1950s that local public transport operation was no longer a commercial proposition in conventional terms.

15. The UK has no strategic reserves of transport assets.  The present transport operators maintain a minimum of resources to meet their own needs, and the pre-1985 obligation on a territorial bus operator to “provide an adequate level of service” for the locality has been abandoned.  “Market forces” has not been a reliable substitute.

3.
NEXT

1. There is not a “one best solution” to delivering transport needs; if this premise is accepted, serious thought must be given to means of exchanging passengers (and freight) between transport modes.

2. Quality debate on transport issues must be stimulated - local public transport needs champions and a national recognition of the importance to society of transport matters.

3. A national local transport ticketing strategy is required as a matter of urgency, as is the setting of minimum standards of service for local transport

4. .Strategic thought needs to be given to the structure of urban road transport networks to avoid the “hub and spoke” problem referred to above.

5. It was encouraging to hear from Norman Baker at the APPLRG meeting on 15th December that the Treasury has been persuaded not to charge public transport improvements for the expected loss fuel duty.  The questions is posed – what would be the benefit to UK plc’s balance of trade deficit of reducing its imports of oil through better management of road transport?
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