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‘Light Rail and City Regions: a 21st Century Mode of Transport’, response from Merseytravel

1 Executive Summary

1.1 Merseytravel welcomes the opportunity of submitting evidence to this important inquiry.  Merseytravel would suggest that three of the most significant issues for consideration are:

(a) A level playing field for Light Rail schemes in the appraisal and funding processes.

(b) Full account to be taken of the benefits of Light Rail schemes to the mitigation and prevention of the effects of climate change.

(c) More local control over local transport projects, including Light Rail schemes.

2 Introduction

2.1 It would not be appropriate to re-play the experience of the original Merseytram project as part of this evidence.  Instead, the comments contained in this paper focus on the more general implications of lessons learned and the challenges facing Light Rail projects going forward.  It remains the case that the supposed ‘high cost’ of Light Rail projects counts against them despite their considerable economic, social and environmental benefits.

2.2 In future an approach is required which properly reflects modally agnostic decision-making and delivers on the objectives set out in Delivering a Sustainable Transport System (DaSTS).

2.3 Local control and decision-making is being continually undermined through ongoing intervention from government.  This creeping centralisation has to be stopped and a strong devolutionary approach, which is being widely adopted in other policy areas, brought to the fore.

3 Recommendations for actions

3.1 Approach of the Department for Transport (DfT) – there needs to be a fundamental change in attitude on the part of the DfT towards Light Rail schemes.  There is currently a perception that the Department is institutionally against Light Rail as a mode.

3.2 Whilst it is doubtless the case that the Department is backing extensions and/or upgrades to existing systems, new projects are not progressing.  If the Department is to deliver on DaSTS then serious consideration of new Light Rail schemes needs to take place.  The Department should be at the forefront of looking at why new schemes are not coming forward or are failing to progress past a certain point in the appraisal process.  If the Department accepts, as it does, that Light Rail is a part of the local transport mix, then it too should be seeking to assist in the process of bringing forward schemes, and be seen to be doing that.  

3.3 It is undoubtedly the case that the length of time taken to make funding decisions on Light Rail schemes by the DfT, and its requests for additional information, drives up costs.  Whilst some of the additional information may be justified this should be part of the up-front case or identified as lacking at the start.  The current position of the Department means that, in essence, projects are forced to constantly evolve.

3.4 It remains unclear whether there should be one process for the planning approval of a Light Rail scheme and then another, not necessarily concurrent, process for funding.  This simply adds a further level of delay and additional cost.  In essence, at the moment all involved locally can agree, through a public inquiry processes, that Light Rail is the best solution for a corridor and then the DfT asks for additional information before finally deciding to stop the best public transport option for the corridor by withdrawing funding.

3.5 Funding – all of those involved in transport are very conscious of the financial pressures going forward.  Whilst it is encouraging that transport is now more widely recognised as a driver of economic growth, it is regrettable that the Government’s approach to the fiscal stimulus package placed the emphasis on roads projects rather than local public transport.

3.6 By demanding a 25 per cent local contribution for Light Rail but not other transport schemes, there is a built-in bias against it.  This is contrary to the modally agnostic approach being championed by the DfT.

3.7 Whilst the NATA ‘Refresh’ is welcome, the paper published in April 2009 left several issues outstanding.  Whilst it starts to address the inequitable position on indirect taxation (fuel duty) and how it counts against Light Rail schemes in the appraisal process, the environmental contribution of a scheme is not accounted for fully and ‘time savings’ remains a dominant factor, thereby favouring road schemes.

3.8 It remains the case that Light Rail schemes have to include in their costs the funds necessary to move all utilities in the path of the proposed scheme.  Other public transport schemes do not have such a requirement to move the utilities.  This increases costs for Light Rail projects.

3.9 The Regional Funding Allocation process, whilst an improvement on the previous system of funding, has actually become ever more centralised.  Regionally decided priorities are, in turn, dealt with by the DfT.  This is not a genuine devolution of power or decision-making.  Regionally selected priorities can, after being considered by the DfT, be rejected.

3.10 There is also a fear that the Regional Funding Allocation, possibly as a result of the increased pressure on funds, is increasingly subject to inter-regional tensions.  This has dangers, particularly for those areas containing several major conurbations and how the emerging sub-regional models will fit with the RFA process will be of great interest.

3.11 There are ways in which transport authorities may be able to work together to help keep the costs of Light Rail schemes down and these have yet to be explored in detail.  For instance, it may be possible for cities or regions to come together and agree a standard specification for Light Rail vehicles.  Larger orders should, in theory, help to keep costs down by allowing larger production runs.  However, this is simply not possible under the current appraisal and funding processes.  There can be no guarantee that schemes will come forward at similar times, how long the approvals and funding processes will take and, therefore, when production can start.  A scenario where, for instance, three local partners come together jointly to procure Light Rail vehicles but one scheme is blocked by the DfT, and the other two are ready to start operations, can easily be envisaged.  The current system simply does not allow for innovative solutions to be progressed.

3.12 There is also the issue of the contractual arrangements involved in the delivery of a Light Rail scheme.  Best practice in contractual arrangements would help to head-off potential cost creep on projects.  However, again, delays in the appraisal and funding processes can have an adverse impact.

3.13 A number of innovative funding solutions is being considered by government.  Accelerated Development Zones and Tax Increment Financing may be progressed in the future whilst the Community Infrastructure Levy and Supplementary Business Rates have recently been introduced.  All are possible sources of finance for local transport schemes.  However, it is not clear whether the thresholds and processes in place will/would make them a viable option and thereby allowing them to form part of the local financial contribution mix and what the attitude of the DfT will be towards them.  For instance, if explicit business support for a scheme was expressed through the contribution of Supplementary Business Rates, would this shorten the DfT’s processes?

3.14 It should also not be forgotten that the DfT still currently retains control of the Transport Innovation Fund.  Given that demand management schemes are not coming forward, a shift in emphasis to include innovative schemes that can demonstrate emission reductions could be a sensible way to make best use of the fund.

3.15 Wider economic impacts – it has been widely recognised that there needs to be a shift in approach to the appraisals process so that it fully recognises the wider economic benefits of Light Rail schemes, alongside their agglomeration benefits.  Light Rail schemes have the attraction of delivering benefits over a long period of time, not just initially.  However, these long-term benefits are not currently balanced against the up-front costs of the schemes’ development.

3.16 Climate change – a firmer steer from the DfT in how they believe that transport will fulfil its role in tackling climate change would be welcome.  Whilst the ‘Low Carbon Transport: A Greener Future’ paper sets out the broad agenda and argues for a range of actions, specific tasks and requirements are not set out.  Clarity of climate change reductions, possibly even targets for local authorities, would be beneficial and would also help support the case for Light Rail schemes.  The role of specific climate change targets in the next round of Local Transport Plans (LTPs) remains an ongoing debate – there should be no debate, they should be included.

3.17 The shift to decarbonised energy production will likewise support the case for Light Rail schemes but a lack of clarity on whether this shift will take place is holding potential schemes back.

3.18 A modern transport system – all three main political parties are committed to the concept of High-Speed Rail.  If a network is developed then it will be essential that it is integrated fully with the local transport system, whether the chosen stations are city centre or parkways/hubs outside of main conurbations.  It would be counter intuitive if the integration was developed just on the basis of older technologies such as buses.  Instead, the modern transport system should include Light Rail, where that is the right option for the local circumstances, to enhance integration and, importantly, inter-connectivity.

3.19 Planning – it remains that case that the town and country planning system does not always take account of transport issues.  This failure to engage impacts on the economic, social and environmental desirability of proposed development schemes.  Very often, transport schemes have to be retro-fitted to developments.  This is, in the metropolitan areas, too often the result of Passenger Transport Executives (PTEs) not being statutory consultees in the planning system.  Engagement is often ad hoc or non-existent.  PTEs need to be linked into planning approvals and spatial planning to ensure the full integration of transport into developments.  This would, of course, aid in the development of Light Rail, and other, transport projects.

3.20 Sub-regional architecture – there is currently a series of governance reviews taking place in Integrated Transport Authority (ITA) areas following the passing of the Local Transport Act 2008.  Consideration is also being given to the development of City-Regions and other new forms of local structures such as Economic Prosperity Boards and Combined Authorities, as set out in the current Local Democracy, Economic Development and Construction Bill.  It is far from clear how these structures will interact with the approvals and funding processes for Light Rail and other transport schemes.  There has yet to be a definitive statement from government on these types of issues.

Merseytravel

5 October 2009

