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All Party Parliamentary Light Rail Group

Meeting on 15 December 2010 at the House of Commons

“A fair deal for tram”

The meeting was opened by John Leech MP, Chairman of APPLRG.

First speaker: Norman Baker MP, 
Minister of State for Transport.

I should like to begin by highlighting the recently approved extensions at Nottingham and Birmingham. The Department of Transport has done rather well out of the Spending Review, a reflection of transport investment being particularly good for the environment. Light rail did well against expectations. LR has a major role to play in urban transport. Steve Berry at DoT is currently conducting a review of LR to get the cost per mile down to a level where it can better compete with other modes. The results of this review should be available by early January and will cover: procurement costs, regulation, economic assumptions and utilities.

The Government has two main objectives: to get the economy back on track and to hit climate change targets. Transport has a part to play in the latter. Strategies for carbon reduction will be taken forward by a Local Transport white paper in January which will address green alternatives such as cycling and walking and the modal shift to light and heavy rail, electric cars etc. Later the more problematic areas of aviation and heavy goods vehicles will be addressed. There is a need to move quickly, since once the car is “decarbonised” the carbon advantage of rail transport will be reduced. Effective lobbying from the LR industry is required.

Questions to Norman Baker

John Leech: Are LR more likely to be successful once the appraisal regime is reviewed?

NB: Appraisal needs to have the right data fed in to get the right answer out. Some changes have already been made, including the price of carbon and fuel duty loss no longer being a disbenefit. The Spending Review was done with those changes in place which is probably why LR did well. By and large, the changes are likely to benefit public transport over road schemes.

Lewis Lesley: Is money there for new schemes?

NB: Another £600m is in place for existing schemes that have not yet been decided upon. Nothing that is not already in the pipeline will be considered in this Parliament but schemes for the next Parliament need to be considered. In addition there is £560m for local transport schemes, designed to grow the local economy and cut carbon, but these will be small schemes not major infrastructure developments. There will be new powers for local authorities and partnerships in the Localism Bill which will have the potential for LR schemes to be proposed.

John Parry: There is a lot of unused or underused rail infrastructure, which could be revitalised by TramTrain. Does this always have to be electric-powered? TramTrain could be more quickly and easily introduced in many places if there were not the need for immediate electrification.

NB: There have been complications with the TramTrain project but I am liaising with Theresa Villiers and Philip Hammond to take it forward. Although we are looking to cut carbon, there are lines which it is not economic to electrify. This will need a judgement on a line by line basis. Diesel traction would not necessarily be excluded but the overall trend would be towards lowering carbon output.

Ian Souter: Flexible ticketing in other countries has helped to increase patronage. Should we be taking a fresh look at this in the UK?

NB: There is an ongoing project on smart ticketing with the objective of having just one card which can be used on public transport countrywide. We are looking at integrated journeys, particularly the “last leg”, and how this can be improved.

Steve Barber: Concessionary travel for over-60s has increased public transport patronage and reduced second car ownership, but is not generally available on light rail systems. Will DfT be addressing this? Also, would a paid-for discount card for under-60s be viable?

NB: The availability of this concession is ultimately dependent on the national economy. The existing scheme could have been a victim of the Spending Review but has been retained intact. It is open to individual councils to extend availability to light rail. It is probably not possible to do this on a national basis but we would be prepared to look at a pilot project to assess the effect on car ownership.

Howard Johnston: The industry needs more confidence that light rail is now accepted. Why is there the dichotomy at Department for Transport between light and heavy rail?

NB:

There is considerable cooperation between sections in DfT. A line has to be drawn somewhere and there will always be grey areas between sectional responsibilities. There is no point in tinkering with the current structure of DfT and it has been made clear since the election that light rail has a future. We are moving away from short-termism so that promoters can plan with confidence.

?Name?: What is the position of local proposals such as High Wycombe to Bourne End? What can DfT do where local councils cannot agree on a particular transport scheme?

NB: We are moving towards locally-based transport delivery. Local areas must decide what schemes they want. If two adjacent cannot agree on transport priorities, there is not much DfT can do about it.

Chris Barker: Other countries have been successful in capturing increase in land value due to light rail schemes. Can this be done in UK?

NB: This is a matter for the Treasury.

Jim Harkins: Can the Minister give any guidance on the promotion of low-cost tourist or starter tram lines?

NB: Our study will look at procurement and barriers to entry, which may well cover this. DfT will always welcome details of good practice elsewhere.

[The Minister left the meeting at this point.]

Second speaker: Tony Young on “Low cost affordable trams”

Is there a role for a lower cost and simpler system? Current light rail cars cost £2M but lower cost cars down to £0.1m are available. The present operation at Stourbridge is an example, although it has taken 20 years to get there. This delivers lower cost and lower emissions and is set to save £3m over the life of the franchise. There is a huge potential market; about 60 places in UK have looked at light rail schemes.

Why is there more light rail in France and Spain than in UK? A major reason is funding mechanisms. France for example has the Versement Transport which is now available to all towns of 10,000 or more inhabitants.

The latest move in UK is Tax Increment funding. UK funding is via project specific grants of loans, whereas other countries hypothecate specific taxes or bond issues for transport schemes so that promoters know from the start how much is available. At present UK central government has a stranglehold on transport expenditure, whereas other countries often have a choice of national, regional and/or local sources.

In other countries schemes enjoy wide political support. Consensus is essential if schemes are not to become political footballs. Manchester’s success in gaining its extensions is largely due to the united support of local councils and political parties. Unfortunately this country has still to overcome the “car culture”.

Can we obtain the environmental advantages of other world cities? Compare Freiburg and York, the one with tram-based local transport and the other with a bus-based system without public transport right of way. The modal shift from car to public transport and cycle has been much greater in Freiburg.

We need to change the defeatist mentality in many local authorities, where, once the government turned down a scheme, light rail is not considered further, even as a long term objective.

We need a level playing field in appraising schemes. Up to now, light rail schemes have been rejected on the grounds of cost increases whereas highway schemes which have shown as great or greater cost inflation have survived. The appraisal system has been biased against trams.

We must remove barriers. We are the only country where (outside London) the integration of public transport is illegal.

The question of utilities diversion must be addressed. Manchester is currently spending £80m on diversions for its new extensions.

In recent years there have been several reports from the Transport Select committee and more recently from APPLRG which have provided much information but there has been little action.

While there has been some progress recently there are many more opportunities: TramTrain in Sheffield, Manchester and Tees Valley; revival of cancelled schemes in Leeds, Liverpool and the Cross River Tram in London; support for low-cost schemes such as Preston and York; encouragement of the development of low-cost equipment. In all this we should be going for tramways, not scaled-down heavy rail. In comparison with France, Spain, USA and many other countries, the UK is not getting the economic and environmental benefits that tram systems would deliver.

Questions to Tony Young

John Leech: Which benefits are not included in appraisals?

TY: Difficult-to-quantify environmental and regeneration benefits have tended to be ignored, but this is changing. Generally appraisal is too complex and keeps changing.

Paul Tillet (?): Would it not be better to maximise benefits rather than pare costs to a minimum?

TY: We must maximise patronage. Some existing systems have missed potential patronage generators. In France lines are routed to link the city centre with railway stations, hospitals, universities etc, even if this means a convoluted route. Tram systems usually lead to better traffic management, whereas bus-based systems tend to shy away from difficult areas. Car drivers tend to be happier to give up road space to trams than to buses.

Steve Barber: The new Nottingham extensions will reach all the major traffic objectives. Promoters and supporters should not give up if one party or council objects; strong leadership, political will and good grassroots support will surmount such a difficulty.

TY: I agree.

John Leech: Is it easier to promote schemes where there are single tier authorities?

TY: Probably this makes little difference. Tram schemes are usually of a size where there will always be more than one authority involved; the type of authority is not relevant. It helps, however, to have regional transport planning authority. The  Manchester and Tyne and Wear systems might never have existed had there not been a single authority with responsibility for transport when they were planned. The emergence of city regions and extended PTEs should make the situation easier.

Lewis Lesley: The key is the effort put into preliminary consultations with public bodies and the general public. Schemes can be taken forward without public money.

Bob Sharm (?): We need to make assessment criteria easier to apply.

TY: Too much effort is now spent on minute calculations. Spreadsheet assessments can be too easily tweaked to give a prearranged answer.

Third speaker: Paul Rowen

I would like to draw together this afternoon’s discussion and consider how we are to move forward. The 2010 APPLRG Inquiry report is having an effect on government policy. Schemes already in the pipeline have been approved. While there is no money in this Parliament for further schemes, we need to plan now for the next phase of public spending, especially new schemes and not just extensions.

With regard to utilities, the utility companies refused to give evidence at the Inquiry. Future schemes need to consider either not moving the utilities or getting the utility companies to pay a greater proportion of the cost.

When it comes to procurement, there should be less emphasis on heavy rail technology.

Funding for local government is key. Under the Localism Bill powers will be devolved but raising funds is not addressed. Amendments to the Bill should be put forward to deal with this.

City regions are a way forward and should make it easier to get agreement on schemes. The failed light rail schemes should be resurrected and planning should begin. It is important that major cities get investment in public transport.

Appraisal of schemes needs to include “soft” criteria.

TramTrain offers the potential to get things moving at relatively low cost, also tourist and low-cost lines.

Leeds, Liverpool etc need to get popular support to move forward.

Questions to Paul Rowen

Reg Harmer: We need to follow French practice regarding land-use planning and the integration of transport and city design. Appraisal needs a proper framework which takes account of all factors.

PR: Land-use planning is vital. Tramways in France are an integrated part of the urban structure. As far as appraisal is concerned DfT is now more receptive to our ideas.

John Leech: The ability of light rail lines to generate traffic is often underestimated.

John Woods: Tram design, compared with buses, makes it easier to get on and off leading to reduced waiting times.

Mary Bonar: We need to be realistic about where trams can be introduced; some streets may not be suitable.

PR: WE need to free up city centres from cars and buses.

John Leech: There will be cases where trams are not appropriate. We should look at underused heavy rail right of way; use of this is likely to be less controversial.

[The meeting closed at 15:50.]
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