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Submission by Sustraco Ltd to APPLRG Inquiry into Light Rail

1 Introduction: It is noted that in the Terms of Reference it is stated that “the focus is on modern trams rather than ultra light rail”. We would argue that Ultra Light Rail (ULR) fits precisely the description of a “modern tram”. This is because ULR is designed to take advantage of the latest standard bus and tram technology to produce a lighter, more energy efficient and less obtrusive tram system, at a much lower cost than the old-fashioned train-type trams with their expensive, intrusive overhead electrification, which requires utilities to be relocated under the road. 

2 Market: modern conditions in small and medium sized towns and in certain parts of big cities call for a modern system of urban mobility that provides all the benefits of light rail but at a cost that is comparable to diesel buses (see Appendix A for a summary of the benefits of ULR urban public transport systems). ULR has been designed as a replacement for diesel buses. ULR is therefore primarily a direct competitor to the urban diesel bus. This is the marketing rationale underlying the development of ULR. The first rule of marketing is to find out what the public want and then provide it. Numerous studies from around the world have shown that the public prefer trams to buses (cf Carmen Hass-Klau). This manifests itself in much higher levels of modal shift from cars to trams than from cars to buses, with corresponding benefits in reducing carbon and toxic emissions from traffic.   

3 Environmental drivers: Diesel buses will have to be phased out over the next few years for reasons of climate change, public health, fuel costs and energy supply. They will have to be replaced partly by clean buses using renewable fuels. However renewable fuels are likely to be both scarce and expensive. This will put energy efficiency at a premium. It therefore makes sense to adapt buses to run with steel wheels on steel rails so that they gain the benefit of the much lower rolling resistance. This benefit can be very significant, providing gains of up to three times as many passenger kilometers per unit of energy as compared with similar sized rubber tyred vehicles. ULR trams can be powered by hybrid electric drive trains with on-board generating sets to achieve maximum energy efficiency. Resources of organic waste in UK, which need anyway to be recycled to prevent methane escaping to the atmosphere, are sufficient to supply all the renewable fuel that is required to convert all urban surface public transport in UK at an affordable cost. This conversion could be funded by progressively phasing out the £1 million per day BSOG diesel fuel subsidy for buses, to provide a clean, quiet operation by low-cost light tram systems with zero particles, no net carbon emissions and minimal toxic pollution (see Appendix B). 
4 In response to the questions (a) and (e) in the Terms of Reference on the barriers to development of ULR and Government policy on light rail, the principal barrier to the development and introduction of ULR in UK over the last 15 years have been various Government policies, notably: 

(a) Lack of interest by Ministers and officials – it took Sustraco 8 years to get a 30 minute meeting in December 2006 with a Transport Minister. Within 6 months the Minister had ridden on a demonstration tram as requested and had given the go-ahead to the pioneering ULR service at Stourbridge. A few months later he was sacked. Letters to Ministers have otherwise been either ignored or answered with meaningless “official replies”. Requests for meetings have been mostly either ignored or refused. Officials have not seemed to know or want to know anything about innovative light rail systems such as ULR. Our 2½ year demonstration ULR service on Bristol Harbourside, carrying over 50,000 paying passengers, was ignored by DfT Ministers and officials. Bristol City Council included a ULR scheme in their Local Transport Plan 2001/06 but it was blocked, apparently by vested interests.    

(b) Classification of road transport by DfT to exclude rail vehicles. This renders ULR ineligible for funding from official sources such as the Energy Savings Trust, Low Carbon Vehicle Partnership, Foresight Vehicle etc. ULR does not fit criteria for railway vehicles either, so it is effectively excluded from all official grant aid. In 2004 the NAO report recommended DfT and DTI should set up a special fund to make grants for the development of “innovative light rail”. Despite repeated requests the Departments concerned turned down the recommendation, claiming that the Technology Strategy Board would provide grants. The responsible officials however agreed that ULR was not eligible for grants from TSB. 

(c) Selection of transport mode by consultants, prior to tendering is the DfT policy. Consultants advise local authorities that tram schemes will be turned down by DfT whereas bus schemes will be accepted. This advice is based on practical experience. Tenders are then called for bus systems but bids for the supply of rail-based systems are ineligible. This leads to the absurdity of the current call for tenders for the Luton-Dunstable route where there is existing rail and a track-bed which could be used. The tender is exclusively for the supply of a bus system! This will necessitate pulling up some good rail track and laying concrete track for the whole length of the route, as has already been done at huge unnecessary expense on the Cambridge to St Ives route. Sustraco submitted a report from AMEC Spie Rail to the Public Inquiry on the Luton project in 2005 giving an estimated cost of £25 million for conversion of the route to ULR as compared with the consultants’ estimate of £78 million for a guided busway. The Inspector dismissed the AMEC report and ULR, without mentioning capital costs, on the grounds that ULR was innovative.

(d) Discrimination by DfT against trams in favour of buses is widely perceived as being DfT policy, despite protestations to the contrary. This perception is further strengthened by the DfT rule that local authorities must pay a contribution of 25% of the cost of tram schemes but only 10% for bus schemes. In reply to a Parliamentary Question it was stated that this was because tram schemes are normally more complex and expensive than bus schemes. This apparent non sequitur is not true in the case of ULR, which is less expensive and less complex than guided bus.

(e) Failure by DfT and consultants to appraise ULR alternative proposals acts against the public interest. It has become the norm for both consultants and DfT to rule out any kind of innovative transport proposal without discussing or appraising its implications. In the case of ULR only standard bus and tram technology is used. This means that any number of competent UK vehicle manufacturers would be capable of building ULR vehicles to meet the required specifications. This appraisal procedure has been followed in almost every situation in UK where the relative merits of conventional light rail systems only have been considered and compared with guided bus, ignoring any innovative alternatives.
(f) Grant incentives to Local Authorities are essential to help finance demonstrations of innovative transport vehicles and systems. Local Authorities are not venture capitalists and cannot be expected to fund tests or demonstrations of innovative transport vehicles and systems without a special budget. When Bristol asked DfT for such assistance they were told that no funds were available to support innovation. Sustraco’s Rail Rapid Transit proposals were rejected because of this, combined with (d) above.  Without innovation there can be no hope of meeting Government targets on Climate Change, Air Quality etc, nor can we afford to wait for others to make the innovations and then pay to import them.          

Terms of Reference item (e) regarding “A fairer, more effective and efficient framework for the appraisal, development and implementation of modern tram schemes in the UK”: a small number of simple changes to DfT procedure would go far towards achieving these objectives. They would include: 

1 Vehicle development: Classification by DfT of ULR as a road vehicle system in direct competition with buses would put an end to the current discrimination against trams in favour of buses. ULR would then be eligible for all the same aid schemes that are currently enjoyed by the bus industry. 

2 Cost/benefit appraisals: External costs should be properly accounted for and internalised in CBA calculations. In particular not only carbon emissions but also the costs to public health in terms of illness and death caused by fossil fuel emissions from traffic should be taken into account. Due consideration also needs to be given to the energy security risks involved in continued dependence on fossil fuels. Savings in operating costs arising from enhanced energy efficiency of vehicles need also to be taken fully into account, remembering that trams normally have a life of 30+ years compared with 10 for buses whilst using much less fuel than buses. 

3 Local Authority funding by DfT: The financing terms on which funds are made available by DfT to Local Authorities should be no worse for ULR than for buses.

4 Local Authority tendering: Restrictions on tendering by suppliers of rail vehicles should be lifted. It is only possible to reduce costs and obtain best value for money if alternative schemes are accurately and comprehensively assessed by comparing tenders. Closed tenders for the Cambridge and Luton projects respectively will lead to unnecessary additional cost to the public purse of some £50 million each, to be spent on ripping up rail tracks and laying concrete tracks to create a less efficient system! 

5 Formulate a clear programme for phasing out the use of fossil fuels in public transport: This would involve introducing a strategy based on the proposals made in Appendix B.

6 Grant incentives to local authorities are needed to stimulate transport innovation. They could be offered by any or all of those departments concerned with energy security, enterprise, exports, pollution, public health or climate change eg DfT, DBIS, DECC, DEFRA, DHSS etc

James Skinner
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