Submission to APPLRG & PTEG Inquiry into Getting Tram Schemes Moving

Light Rail and City Regions: A Twenty-first Century Mode of Transport

1.  Executive summary

The Light Rail Transit Association (LRTA) welcomes this opportunity to put forward its views on how tram and light rail schemes can be more widely introduced in the UK.
The LRTA believes that well-designed tram and light rail systems have a major role to play in the provision of safe, sustainable and economic public transport.  Tram and light rail systems can eliminate pollution at the point of use, achieve significant modal shift from private cars, encourage inward investment, provide a sense of permanence, and ensure accessibility for all users.

UK political, town planning and fiscal systems discourage investment in trams and light rail compared with mainland European countries.  The LRTA considers that there should be a much greater degree of freedom for UK local authorities to authorise, and raise funding for, tram and light rail projects. 

There are a variety of ways in which the capital outlay for tram and light rail schemes can be substantially reduced.  Maximum hardware standardisation, client bearing of ridership risk, and continuity of business to suppliers can all assist in achieving a major reduction in unit costs.

In order for the UK to realise the full potential benefits that tram and light rail systems offer, there has to be a radical change in attitudes by all concerned.

In this submission we will seek to explore some of the reasons for such a situation and suggest some remedies for the Inquiry to consider.

2.  Introduction – the LRTA

The Light Rail Transit Association (LRTA) was established in 1937 by a group of people concerned about the closure of tramways in London.  The Association has grown over the intervening years into an international body with around 3,500 members around the world, about half from outside the United Kingdom. 

Although the LRTA’s members come from all walks of life, they share a common concern with the development of good quality public transport through the use of trams and light rail.  Many are professionals working in the transport industry encompassing a wide range of expertise in the subject. 

The Association’s monthly magazine, “Tramways & Urban Transit” is widely regarded as essential reading around the world by those concerned with the development, construction, operation and use of trams and light rail. 

The Association’s objectives are to promote the benefits of modern tramways and light rail and to advocate, through its campaigning arm, TramForward, the adoption of such systems as core components of integrated urban transport networks.  To this end, the LRTA specifically engages with a wide audience of planners, politicians and other concerned professionals.
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3.  Analysis
3.1.  Vision

The LRTA believes that the provision of safe, reliable, accessible, environmentally-sustainable and cost-effective public transport, fully integrated into the fabric of a city, is essential for the economic well-being and quality of life of its citizens.  Well-designed and competently-operated rail-guided systems have a major role to play in this context.
3.2.  Advantages of trams and light rail

3.2.1.  Global environment: CO2 emissions – energy efficiency - ability to use “clean” energy, especially locally-produced electricity – contribution to reduction in fossil fuel use to alleviate the impact of “peak oil” and its subsequent very high cost / scarcity - trams and light rail do not depend on the availability of technology yet to be brought to market.

3.2.2.  Local environment: No harmful emissions at point of use – reduced noise pollution – health implications, especially the effects of NOx and other emissions dangerous to children and older people.  Trams and light rail can also contribute substantially to the achievement of carbon reduction targets.
3.2.3.  Modal shift: transfer from car use of up to 30% – trams and light rail have a proven record of better results in this context than bus-based public transport.

3.2.4.  Inward investment: Tram or light rail lines encourage inward investment, leading to regeneration of city and suburban centres and the reduction of social exclusion. The total value of such investment is often several times that of the capital outlay on the tramway scheme.  Furthermore, regeneration projects associated with trams and light rail can dramatically transform deprived areas and otherwise cluttered, over-trafficked streets to deliver a more liveable city.

3.2.5.  Shared space: Trams and light rail are better-suited than other modes to operation in pedestrian streets.

3.2.6.  Permanence: Fixed track systems provide re-assurance of the existence of quality public transport.

3.2.7.  Commercial benefit: Increased footfall in retail centres served by trams and light rail.

3.2.8.  Access for all: Trams and light rail offer the most accessible means of public transport as they provide excellent facilities for anyone with impaired mobility, thanks to step-free boarding and alighting.

3.3.  Barriers to implementation of tram and light rail systems in the UK

3.3.1.  Cultural differences between UK and other European countries:

In most other countries trams and light rail are seen as a vital component of the urban fabric, not just a means of transport.
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Though private car ownership is often higher (eg: Germany) there is generally lower car use than in the UK in many other EU member states.

Due in part to a more environmentally-conscious population as a whole, public transport – especially trams and light rail – is regarded as a good thing in other countries, both by ordinary people and their elected representatives.  In short, those countries tend not to follow the UK example of an American-style car-dependent way of life.
3.3.2.  Political will:

The political situation in other countries is generally less prone to change for the sake of it or for purely ideological reasons (UK swings from right to left; nationalisation, privatisation, deregulation, etc.).

In the UK, there is a tendency to think only in the short term and never to assess the whole-life costs of any transport investment.  Inevitably, tram and light rail systems represent a long-term commitment and must be treated as betterment for subsequent generations.

There is great reluctance to allocate sufficient road space to public transport commensurate with its carrying capacity - in the UK traffic management is too focussed on the movement of vehicles rather than the movement of people.

3.3.3.  Standardisation:

The current lack of standards leads to increased unit costs (eg: of rolling stock).

3.3.4.  Legal and planning barriers:

The complexity and lengthy time-scale of cumbersome Transport & Works Act procedures create significant difficulties and increase costs.

3.3.5.  Financial barriers:
Virtual inability to raise capital locally combined with the dominance of HM Treasury.
Lack of firm commitment of government funds at a sufficiently early stage.

Wasted investment where schemes have been developed and then cancelled.

Difficulty of involving private sector because of long time-scale and lack of certainty over funding.

Excessive costs of moving utilities with too high a proportion falling on promoters.

Lack of continuity in funding schemes nationwide leads to dissipation of expertise in tram and light rail construction.

Treasury insistence on including reductions in fuel-tax income arising from modal shift to trams and light rail on project cost-benefit analysis.

3.3.6.  Philosophical barriers:

Tendency of Department of Transport to ignore evidence from outside the UK of the 
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benefits of public transport improvement.

Integration of modes hampered by fragmented nature of public transport and reliance on market forces.

Over-engineering of tram and light rail lines due partly to lack of expertise in light as opposed to heavy rail construction and partly to excessively rigid inflexible safety rules.
4.  Solutions

4.1.  Central Government:
Central government must set out a clear policy framework encouraging low carbon public transport schemes to achieve modal shift.  It must set challenging targets for reduction of congestion and harmful emissions and provide support for local government and transport authorities to achieve those aims.

4.2.  Local Government Structures:
A fundamental review of local government structures is required – including the creation of City Regions accompanied by democratically-elected Mayors to drive forward urban renewal projects.

Powerful transport and land-use planning authorities must be created, responsible to City Regions in place of the ITA/PTE structure.  The French Societé d’Economie Mixte public-private partnerships and German Verkehrsverbunde provide valid examples for adoption in the UK.
4.3.  Local Business Involvement:
The involvement of local business leaders in the conception and delivery of a tram or light rail project is vital in bringing together the aspirations of the public and private sectors.
4.4.  Reform of Planning Procedures:

There must be a fundamental review of planning and Transport & Works Act procedures to deliver tram and light rail schemes in much shorter timescales.
4.5.  Local Fund-raising:
Devolution of fund-raising powers is essential, with the introduction of a French-style Versement Transport or German/US-style local fuel-tax income dedicated to public transport projects.  Workplace Parking Levy and Road Pricing or Congestion Charging are options but clearly unpopular with either local business interests or voters.

A mechanism needs to be found to claw back from property developers some of the increase in land value attributable to the regeneration effects of tram and light rail schemes.
4.6.  Other funding issues:

Much earlier commitment of government funding is essential and there must be no 
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more last-minute cancellations.

Carbon credit regimes need to be considered, linked to environmental benefits and modal switch achieved by investment in trams and light rail.
4.7. Modal integration:

Better integration with other transport modes is essential, particularly bus and local heavy rail services, and must be achieved through enforceable partnerships using the powers conferred by the Local Transport Act 2008.

Specific feeder bus services to tram and light rail lines (eg: Hucknall, Trent-Barton) must be encouraged.

4.8.  Reducing scheme costs:
It is vital that reductions in construction and all other scheme costs are achieved.  

Avoiding the transfer of risk to the private sector would help, as would greater standardisation of equipment to bring down unit costs and the avoidance of over-engineered infrastructure.
In the case of smaller cities and towns, every effort must be made to plan and develop two or more schemes in parallel and to jointly procure rolling stock to a common specification.
Consideration must also be given to not moving utilities where street track is involved – making greater use of temporary track and single-line working to keep the service operating.  Strict control of access to utilities must be vested in the tram or light rail operator.

Lower-cost solutions for smaller urban centres must not be overlooked; “light tram” or ultra-light rail projects can deliver the same benefits as schemes in larger areas.
4.9.  Lessons from other countries:
There must be greater willingness to learn from overseas experience.
4.10.  TramTrain technology:
Clear criteria for the adoption of TramTrain technology, to better penetrate city centres and relieve congested hubs on the heavy rail network, must be developed.

5.  Submission of evidence to the Inquiry
The LRTA looks forward to giving evidence to the APPLRG/PTEG Inquiry and discussing the issues covered in this paper
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