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ALL-PARTY PARLIAMENTARY GROUP for LIGHT RAIL 

Tuesday 4th November 2008,

Committee Room 21,

House of Commons,

London SW1A 0AA

Light Rail and Trams –

A Low-Cost, Affordable and Sustainable Mode

Meeting Overview
 Is it time to consider other initial roles for Trams? Local starter lines, to initiate later extensions and expansion, city centre distributors, or tourist trams (often called Heritage Trams)? Consider the spectrum, ranging from city centre TramTrains at one end to ultra-light rail-operated vehicles at the other. Start-up capital investment requirements are often quoted by shocked central authorities in enormous sums, leading those responsible for finance to refuse to sanction schemes (new-build or extensions) in the UK, or, where authorisation is granted, to the imposition of severe capping on overall spending. But - there are ways in which costs can be reduced, which, in several guises, are employed on a world-wide basis, with considerable success.

   At 4.11pm Paul Rowen MP, Chairman of the Group, opened the meeting by welcoming all present to the event, and apologised for the slight delay in starting (caused by the room’s being previously in use) and also for the lack of projection facilities. All those present who provided a legible email address would receive the presentations in due course through by that medium. The meeting would focus on the situations in London and Edinburgh.

Introductions

 Mr Rowen introduced Valerie Shawcross, Chairman of the London Assembly Transport Committee, and Caroline Pidgeon, the Vice Chairman of the same Committee, whose main interest was the Cross-River Tram project. He also introduced Mr Scott McIntosh, of Mott MacDonald, Edinburgh, and fellow Rochdalonian Mr Tony Young.

Presentations – 1. Cross-River Tram (London)
 Ms Shawcross outlined the origins of the scheme, which had been developed ten years previously by the Boroughs themselves, with cross-party support – Southwark, Camden, Westminster, Lambeth (and the City of London). It would connect Camden and Kings Cross with Brixton and Peckham – an inverted Y-shaped line, about 15.5km (10 miles) in length, with a two-minute frequency north of Waterloo, and a four-minute service on each branch 

 The benefits for the localities to be served, which were often deprived areas poorly served by Underground and buses, included speedy access to central London (she said it was currently quicker from Reading than from Peckham). Each stop would serve 215,000 residents within one kilometre. But it was the regeneration potential for these areas which was greatest, with a potential £7bn of investment. She believed that lack of a tram route would adversely affect this potential, but it would also lead to a draining away, through insufficiently effective public transport, of existing businesses – a belief held by many businesses themselves in the affected areas. Where public transport presently existed, it was often running at over-capacity saturation, leading to poor efficiency.

 Ms Pidgeon continued the presentation by indicating that, in 2000, Ken Livingstone and Transport for London (TfL) had subsequently taken over the scheme within its strategy for London due to its enormous perceived benefits for the capital. She said that the population of London, and its employment capacity, were still growing, and with it the need to deliver increasing numbers of people into central London – all the overground railway stations were overcrowded, and many public transport routes were overloaded. 
This resulted in crowded vehicles passing through the inner suburbs already full to capacity. Additionally, there was a desperate need to reduce London’s significant level of CO2 emissions, in which transport played a 20% part. Finally, the cost/benefit studies had been very positive – a ratio of over 2:1, with a great environmental rationale behind the scheme.    

 She added that she had been in Croydon at the time of Tramlink’s introduction, and knew the benefits it had brought (it was probably the only mode with fully disabled access in the capital) – and frankly it was now “full up”. It had been welcomed by the local people, it was a user-friendly mode, and 20% of its ridership had previously used cars for their local journeys. The Cross-River scheme was designed to be inter-operable with Croydon, aiding the eventual expansion of the network.

 Ms Pidgeon then summarised the current situation with the new Mayor (Boris Johnston) reviewing his predecessor’s projects, and a preliminary announcement was expected very shortly [it happened the following day – ed.], all the signs being that it would not be endorsed [it wasn’t- on financial grounds].

She added that four Croydon extensions were proposed, of which one had received funding approval by the previous mayor (that to the Crystal Palace).

Mr Rowen then opened the meeting to questions, and six were asked.

1.     Would Cross-River and the Croydon extension receive government funding? Ms Shawcross said Crossrail had received funding from land development, but this was unique feature, and the tramways might not follow suit; but there was the political will within the Boroughs to continue, even if it meant putting things on hold for a time.

2.     Community Infrastructure Levy was about to become law – designed to extract funding from an increase in land values – the reply was that this was probably confined to the CrossRail scheme.

3.     Edinburgh was now under construction and anxious about funding – would the current financial crisis, with its promise of a government trying to spend its way out of recession, afford a funding opportunity? Paul Rowen thought not – the government was only bringing forward existing projects already funded, but not providing any new money. Ms Shawcross said she thought expenditure already undertaken on Cross-River would be lost in the event of a “Boris bonfire”.

4.    “How much time, then, do we have?” Immediate action required – getting through to the Mayor (and by-passing his advisors) was required.

5.    The questioner said Boris had very recently supported “spending your way out of recession” – what sort of money was needed? Ms Shawcross indicated that Cross-River was funded up to 2010.  6.    The questioner thought the quoted cost of £1.3bn was a bit high for Cross-River, in comparison to overseas costs – could it be revisited? Ms Pidgeon said £750m was the officially projected figure, but TfL had recently come in with £1.3bn – she thought £750m would certainly build the core route (Camden-Peckham).

Presentations – 2. Can Trams ever be Low-Cost and Affordable?

 Mr Tony Young, an independent transport consultant – from Rochdale – expounded, without the aid of his electronic presentation.  Whilst he felt prospects were looking brighter, he wondered whether street-running trams could be low-cost and affordable. He reviewed the means by which we had reached our present position, commencing with the scrapping of all the UK’s tramways (except that in Blackpool) by the 1960’s, whilst elsewhere (especially in most of Europe) valuable tramway infrastructures were retained and developed. The exceptions to this progression had been France, Spain and U.S.A., where the British trend had been followed. Concentrating on these three, he then explained that France had opened fourteen new light rail (street-running) systems since 1985, with three more under construction and twelve under consideration; Spain (slightly slower) had opened nine new systems since 1988, with three further on the cards, and in the U.S.A. eighteen new systems had appeared since 1981, with eight more planned or under construction. The UK’s distinguished (?) record was five opened and a sixth under construction. .However, the UK could show extensions approved for Metrolink, an upgrade at Blackpool and with further work on the DLR and Tyne & Wear, and a TramTrain trial approved. Per Contra, sorry tales could be told in Leeds, Liverpool and South Hampshire, whilst extensions in Croydon and Birmingham were dithering, and London’s Cross-River and Oxford Street tramways were in the doldrums.

  He also referred to the scrapping of plans for Liverpool, Leeds and South Hampshire as a result of cost over-runs of 26%-41%, and contrasted these starkly with nine major highway schemes that had proceeded whilst showing cost over-runs of between 25% and 158%. The blinding conclusion was that environmentally-friendly schemes had been sacrificed on cost grounds by the government, whilst environmentally polluting schemes had nevertheless proceeded. The per kilometre costs of the three abandoned light rail scheme had varied around £15m-£18m, whilst Metrolink extensions were at £18.1m, and the new Edinburgh system at £32.9m; CrossRail (approved) worked out at £200m per kilometre.

  Are tramways sustainable? They have clean power at point of use (Metrolink uses only hydro-electricity) and have contributed to a £3.5bn regeneration in Croydon. They attract car-users (20% of Croydon Tramlink users had replaced car journeys by tram) and this resulted in lower private traffic levels on congested roads. PTEG surveys showed that buses only achieved about a 6% modal shift.

Lower costs? Brussels has achieved a line extension cost of £6m per km, and new French systems averaged £16m per km for new construction. Vehicle costs could be lowered by rebuilding and uprating existing trams and eastern European manufacturers were producing low-cost trams. He saw TramTrains and power-saving devices as means of lowering costs, as well as the capture of land value increases. He commented that Abu-Dhabi (with over 100 years of oil supplies available) was planning the largest light rail network in the world. In closing, he quoted Lord Turner of Ecchinswell (Chairman of the Independent Climate Change Committee) – “we have to decarbonise almost totally the power sector by 2030, well before 2050”.   

Presentation – 3.”Green all along the Line” – Controlling Costs, Affordable New Starts

  Mr Scott McIntosh, Technical Director, Light Rail & Trams, Mott MacDonald, Edinburgh next addressed the meeting (similarly bereft of his electronic presentation).  He opened by asserting that light rail had a proven record of creating modal shift, growing the public transport market, supporting regeneration, and assisting in the creation of new urban frameworks – BUT, some saw them as expensive. 

What, therefore, were the major cost drivers?  

1 – Approvals,
2 - major utility relocations, 3 – track construction, 4 – rolling stock costs, and 5 – “innovative” funding schemes.

What could be done?  1 – all sectors of the industry working together,  2 – better business planning, 3 – reduce infrastructure costs, 4 – standardisation,  5 – better funding models, and 6 – use of trolleybuses where trams were inappropriate.

  He postulated three avenues of approach – 

1 - “Small starts”: stop waiting for government funds, and start with local funding, “plant saplings, and trees will grow”, use standard off-the-shelf parts, support regeneration, tap into local pride and ambition (and “affordable does not have to be grotty”).

2 – Use vintage (“heritage”) trolleys (already 30 in use in USA): utilise equipment from the past, tap into local enthusiasm, support regeneration.

3 - Fresh Design Philosophies: use off-the-shelf products, avoid utility relocation, design for ease and speed of construction, and keep it simple (contain costs), persuade others to install traffic calming and urban upgrading at the same time: “we build the tramway, others rebuild the city”.

  He looked at Portland (Oregon), where a cost of £7.9m per kilometre had been achieved, and then illustrated examples of low-cost tramway vehicles – the rebuilding of existing trams, and new eastern-European designs. He thought an exciting opportunity would shortly arise, in that Blackpool and the Isle of Man might soon need to offload up to 60 traditional trams, to make way for new stock – a massive source of older vehicles capable of regeneration.

  He also postulated the use of trolleybuses in suitable locations. They did not have the same benefits as light rail, but had the “spark effect” and were environmentally clean at the point of use, as well as being less costly. There was a growing world interest in them, for environmental reasons. Mention was also made of guided rubber-tyred systems, suitable for some situations.

 He closed by saying that the power for the future was renewable, and should be delivered wherever possible – electricity could be produced in an environmentally neutral manner, and was widely available.





-----------------------------------------------------

The Chairman then opened the meeting to further questions, nine of which followed.

--The Chairman of GMPTE asserted that the approvals procedures badly needed review and overhaul; currently millions were being spent on schemes that fail later in the process – for example he queried the need for reports on TramTrains, when European practice had proved their worth. Mr Young averred that we spent millions on paper, little on pouring concrete – the Rochdale extension of Metrolink had taken 29 years so far, with nothing happening on the ground as yet. Mr Ambrose (Network Rail) shared the frustrations, but said that his organisation had found a national sponsor, and also that they would be putting much of their own money into the project (Mr Young thought it would take four years to order and deliver the equipment anyway). A speaker suggested congestion-charging as a funding source, but it had political (and popular vote) implications.

-- A questioner doubted the need to re-invent the TramTrain wheel – Karlsruhe had done that years ago. Mr Ambrose said Network Rail had visited Karlsruhe, but engineers would have to test a vehicle (in a risk-averse society) in order to prove the safety of the vehicles to safety management.

-- Mr Cockle asked how we persuaded people who would lose parking, road-space and private “rights” – Nottingham had faced, and still faced, this problem. Ms Shawcross responded by citing the original Croydon strategy, in which planners listened beforehand to local thoughts and worries, took on board ideas and suggestions, and addressed public concerns. “Strategic driving force – yes, but with velvet gloves”. Letting engineers loose on their own would be a mistake. The abandoned West London scheme had fallen by the wayside partly because local concerns were steamrollered over – residents, businesses and some local authorities had not been taken on board.

-- Mr Feakins (LRTA) said that the Croydon Chamber of Commerce had been taken on board early on; Ms Pidgeon added that Cross-River had received very large local business community support. 

-- Another speaker thought that Ministers were to blame over track-sharing problems, rather than 

Network Rail and that shouting would not solve matters.

-- It was asked, in the event of the Mayor’s cancelling the Cross-River scheme, what options remained – would we have to await the next Mayoral election? Ms Pidgeon hoped that it would at least be kept alive, as a minimum, and Ms Shawcross added that preserving safeguards (e.g. land and track paths) would be a worry. Mr McIntosh, however, was sure that one could not stand still – either one regressed or progressed.

-- Utility re-siting was then raised. Some things were simply in the way, stray currents could be a problem, and the perception was that utility access meant halting trams. Rubbish! Across the world, temporary track access arrangements had been devised to handle works by the utilies. If utilities told tramways “we need access under your concrete”, they had no divine right to the highway – they used it to move “goods”, whilst tramways used it to move passengers as well. Tramways could be constructed with spare ducting and channelling underneath, for later use if needed, and side-access. The speaker thought Europe handled the matter better than was done in the UK. It was also mentioned that Edinburgh was utilising one contractor to achieve the re-siting of all utilities in the same operation, rather than piecemeal.

-- A speaker from First Group asked whether there was a positive business case for splitting Cross-River into three stage plans, and Ms Shawcross responded that such a case could be made.

-- A final speaker suggested that carbon-trading (a new concept being widely embraced) could be very helpful to tramways and light rail.

Mr Paul Rowen MP then thanked all those who attended the meeting, and who had made presentations or contributed to the discussions, and closed it at 17.50 hours.

The next meeting was planned for Tuesday 9th December, but this was later postponed until 20th January 2009.

[Secretariat Note – on the day following the meeting, the Mayor of London, Boris Johnston, announced the preliminary results of his review of his predecessor’s capital spending programmes. As a result, the Cross-River Tramway, lacking government funding as it did, was accordingly cancelled, on cost grounds. Needless to say, this decision has attracted widespread opposition, and the Group is planning further action on this subject.]

[Note: it was interesting that several persons attending the meeting, in addressing those present, used the phrase “preaching to the converted”, indicating the extent of the influence of the Parliamentary Group and a widespread support of its aims. A considerable number of succinct comments had been made during the presentations and discussions, with many truisms hitting hard and with unerring accuracy on many occasions – too many to include in this summary.]
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