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CIVICSOCIETY

SHAPINGC OXFORD’S FUTURE




General
Oxford Civic Society welcomes the bold and far-sighted view that the County Council has taken in planning for the future of transport in the city. It is fully supportive of the ‘integrated approach’ based on improvements in mass transit, walking and cycling coupled with “an ambitious agenda of road space reallocation and a much stronger focus on reducing traffic demand in the city” (page 7 para 2). 
A fully integrated approach would ideally also include a development strategy for the city and its immediate hinterland. The policies already being pursued by the City Council concerning the travel aspects of development planning are a welcome complement but full provision for Oxford’s housing need remains an outstanding issue. The opportunities that would exist to serve new development sites close to the city by extension of the proposed transit and cycle routes are acknowledged only at the end of this document (page 29, paras 3-5). We hope that, in collaborating with the district councils as planning authorities , the county council will assert the principles of sustainable travel to favour development in such locations in the manner illustrated in the Society’s ‘Oxford Futures’ report .
The Society’s comments set out below are grouped under three main headings:

1. The need for more systematic, quantified information on current and projected travel conditions. This would help to improve public awareness of the scale of the challenge being addressed by the strategy. It should demonstrate the effectiveness of its more radical elements, help to gain public backing for them, and provide the essential basis for effective monitoring.
2. Concern about current conditions, and showing how measures consistent with the longer term ‘vision’ can be identified and progressed to achieve improvements in the short and medium term.
3. Observations on individual elements of the draft strategy. These are put forward as considerations which we think deserve to be explored further, or where we believe the case for what is currently proposed has yet to be sufficiently demonstrated.
We appreciate the work carried out by the Council and its officers on OTS to date and the manner in which consultation has been conducted. However there is clearly a great deal more to be done if the strategy aspirations are to be fulfilled, and we look forward to a continuing constructive dialogue to this end.
1. More systematic, quantified information on current and projected conditions

“The scale of the challenge” (Chapter 2) provides a limited amount of information about the scale of the challenge presented by Oxfordshire’s growth plans. Further items of quantified data occur somewhat sporadically in subsequent chapters (e.g. for the existing situation on pages 8, 19 and 24 and future demand for mass transit on page 9). However none are included in the final chapter (5. Implementation of the OTS). The very small graphs included in the various chapters are not constructed on a comparable basis.
The document would be stronger and more coherent if relevant data were presented in a fuller and more systematic manner throughout. In the recent past growth in travel has been accommodated by changes in mode, and this is an important part of the argument underpinning the proposed strategy. This could be illustrated by data over the last decade about changes in the volume of movements and mode share, subdivided by trip origins (in and outside the city) and destinations (city centre and the rest of the city). Additional information on traffic speeds or delay, bus journey times and punctuality could be included, as well as other key indicators such as carbon emissions and road casualties. This would illustrate the trends that then form the basis of the ‘business as usual’ projections that are referred to subsequently in discussing individual elements of the strategy. 
The data presented on page 2 on existing and projected trips by mode do not take account of the different opportunities and constraints surrounding prospective mode shift for each mode. The projected volume and mode shares at different stages of the strategy are not shown. (Note: the ‘10% reduction’ quoted for car driver commuter mode share, if the volume of car commuting is not to increase, is misleading; this needs to fall by 10 percentage points, from 47% to 37%, i.e. by more than a fifth). What for example is the projected volume of transit passengers into and through the city centre after, say, the opening of the redeveloped Westgate that requires an increase in Park and Ride provision or in 2035 that leads to the suggestion that tunnels might need to be constructed? 
Figures for the anticipated performance outcomes at, say, five yearly intervals would provide valuable targets against which progress could be monitored and the strategy reviewed systematically. This would generate greater confidence that the desired long term vision will actually be achieved. It would also help rebalance the strategy document which at present is largely concerned with interventions inputs and describes would-be future conditions in only a very generalised manner.
2. Achieving improvements in the short and medium term
The limited information supplied appears to assume that the current situation is efficient and acceptable, and the transport challenge is described almost entirely in terms of prospective problems arising from population and economic growth. The forecast extra economic cost of road congestion by 2031 is quoted as £150 million (page 3), but no figure is suggested for current costs – probably of a similar order (1 hr wasted per day for 40,000 commuters @ £10/hr for 200 days/yr = £80 million). Information on changes in bus speeds would be valuable: we note that the bus companies stated in January 2015 that fares needed to be increased because of higher operating costs due to traffic congestion – a move directly counter to the objectives of OTS.
The proposed transport improvements phased for implementation over the coming ten years cannot be expected to prevent a general worsening of traffic, environmental conditions and bus operating performance if the projected growth is realised. Although traffic controls are envisaged in the Eastern Arc in the short term (page 29), more general measures aimed at traffic reduction are not expected to be introduced until about 2025. We think that the “much stronger focus on reducing traffic demand” referred to on page 7 should be reflected in a greater sense of urgency. There is no obvious reason why city centre traffic controls could not be implemented much sooner (see 3(v) below). (Significantly the complementary improvements in traffic capacity of almost all the junctions on the Ring Road referred to on page 25 have been or will very shortly be completed). We would also urge the Council to embark immediately on studies and consultation on a Workplace Parking Levy with a view to initial implementation in an area of Inner Oxford by 2020.
There is little explanation of the rationale underlying the phasing of the various proposals as shown in the diagrams on pages 18, 23 and 29. These need to show the logical ordering of related schemes and the time required for preparatory work and implementation. However, the relation between current or projected future ‘need’ and the priority for action related to particular issues or places is not clearly explained. It appears that the programme is primarily driven by the actions deemed necessary to achieve the envisioned end-state in 2035. 
Short and longer term considerations need to be reconciled. Some of the major schemes planned for implementation during the first five years are already committed. But in discussing ‘next steps’ (page 30) it would be desirable if the process was made clear by which this reconciliation is to be achieved. (The systematic monitoring advocated under (1) above should form part of this process). Simply stating that “the OTS provides a framework and context for future funding bids” does not do justice to the number and complexity of choices which remain to be determined.
3  Comments on individual elements of the draft strategy

i) Bus Rapid Transit (BRT)
The key characteristic claimed for BRT (page 12 para 2) is that it is “significantly faster” than conventional bus services, but as far as highway design and operation are concerned it is not clear how this greater speed is to be achieved. This is particularly important if the longer journeys from the proposed new outer P&R sites (below) are not to deter motorists from switching mode. The commentary on BRT in the table on page 11 notes that “opportunities for additional priority over existing situation are limited”. 
A distinction need to be made between “Mass Transit” (Chapter 4), which is the overall system for moving large numbers of people, and “Rapid Transit”, which is system that is characterised by reserved or priority road/trackspace that allows RT vehicles to avoid conventional traffic congestion. This, possibly together with a more restricted stopping pattern, allows higher journey speeds and reduced journey times compared to conventional road transport. Rapid Transit (in the document BRT) is the main new feature at the heart of the proposed strategy, but the anticipated standards of performance are not clear (e.g. “typical features of BRT may include.....” p.12). The table on p.11 makes generalised qualitative comments but makes no reference to experience in other cities. 

The dependence on potentially available road/track space means that the benefits from introducing RT need to be identified for each proposed corridor, and may influence the detailed route chosen, together with traffic flows, passenger volumes, bus service patterns etc. Further consultation on possible routes is thus desirable. The logical extension of this is to assess the incremental cost and benefit of introducing tram rather than the highest specification version of BRT on each corridor. While it could be in principle possible to convert a BRT corridor to a tram route, the extra costs and disruption of the further conversion suggest that, wherever the appropriate threshold is likely to be reached in, say the next 20 years, rail RT rather than BRT should be implemented at the start, particularly in view of the proven ability of trams to attract a much higher ridership.

While BRT could be set up with different standards within different sections of the route, there is a danger that prioritisation is not tackled on the more difficult sections. This could lead to a situation similar to that on many of Oxford’s existing bus routes, where journey times are largely determined by the speed on congested sections that have no bus lanes, giving BRT little, if any advantage over conventional bus services. One of the advantages of adopting trams as a longer term aspiration is that, because of their greater cost, it is not worth investing in them unless a commitment is give to achieving the highest possible operating standards. Such a commitment could be influential in winning stakeholder backing for fiscal measures of demand management which are an essential component of the overall strategy. 
Reference is made on page 29 to the possibility of extending BRT lines to the north and south of the city to serve potential new development areas. A possibly less expensive alternative might be the introduction of tram-trains over the existing ‘heavy rail’ tracks across the city (once the capacity improvements planned at Oxford Station have been completed) with ‘light rail’ spurs into the development areas, provided expensive additions to existing heavy rail capacity are not required. In purely transport terms this option has plusses and minuses compared with BRT line 1 but might be viewed more favourably by prospective developers (because of better connectivity and shorter journey time to the City Centre) which could influence their financial contribution. Additional stops linked to new business developments and interchange hubs might also be incorporated at Northern Gateway and Redbridge. There is no evidence in the draft strategy that these opportunities have been assessed.
The development of tram-trains in the manner described above and/or the introduction of trams along the on-street transit routes would reduce significantly the number of people travelling to and from the city centre by bus, and would need to be accompanied by good interchange along the RT routes and local buses. Over the longer term this could be important in deferring or removing the need to contemplate very expensive tunnelling in order to accommodate the number of buses and bus passengers.
ii) New outer Park and Ride car parks

We note the importance of increased P&R capacity to the overall strategy and agree with the principle of seeking to intercept motorists from outlying areas at an earlier point in their journey via new P&R opportunities so as to reduce traffic on and approaching the Ring Road. There is clearly a compromise to be achieved between this objective and retaining a P&R operation which is attractive to motorists (in terms of speed and cost relative to alternatives) and generates sufficient patronage to make it financially viable. 
The seven proposed sites (including six new outer ones), coupled with the proposed BRT routes, are located in a manner which appears to offer the potential for this compromise to be achieved as far as journeys from other towns are concerned. However there is insufficient information in the strategy document to confirm this:
· The table on page 13 quotes the proposed capacity of each site (except Thornhill) but what is the level of utilisation of each site which would enable it and the associated (B)RT to be viable? Under what overall scenario (travel growth and mode split) and at what date is it anticipated that these levels would be reached?
· Before any decisions are made it is desirable to know what the origins and return destinations are of motorists who use the four existing P&R sites proposed for closure, and the proportion of them could be expected to use the ‘replacement’ sites. (Has any research been conducted?)   What happens to the proportion for whom this is not a practicable or convenient option (e.g. for people living in the area between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ sites)?

· What charging regime (car parking and bus fares) is envisaged for the new facilities?   How sensitive are demand forecasts to the level of charges?   

· If car parking charges are levied at the new outer sites how is the likely displacement of vehicles into surrounding local streets etc to be avoided (given that these are not generally controlled areas)?

· Alternatively if charges are levied (and page 28 para 3 suggests they will be) is this compatible with the situation in Kidlington, Botley and the Abingdon Road for example where motorists are able to park freely in residential streets and utilise frequent ordinary bus services as an alternative to P&R? (The topic of controlled parking zones - CPZs- does not appear to be covered in the strategy document).
Subject to more information being supplied the near wholesale replacement of the existing P&R sites - and associated matters of phasing and service reorganisation (see below) -  appear to raise more complex issues than the strategy acknowledges. 
It seems likely that use of the existing P&R sites is more diverse (e.g. by people getting lifts or cycling to or from them) than is implied by the straightforward ‘replacement’ proposal. The role of existing sites as more general interchange hubs (best exemplified by Thornhill where good facilities have been provided) deserves to be acknowledged and capitalised upon. 
A more satisfactory solution may therefore be to combine the development of new sites to provide additional capacity with the retention of some or all of the existing sites as hubs with more limited parking. (This would have implications for service patterns (below) and for introducing a ‘tiered’ management and pricing strategy which balanced supply and demand between the city centre, inner and outer P&R sites.) The particular potential of Redbridge being retained as an interchange between north-south movements and connections to/from the employment areas in the south-east of the city does not appear to be acknowledged.

Finally the development of new car parks (typically on the edge of existing settlements outside Oxford) is likely to raise objections from local communities. It would strengthen the credibility of the strategy if evidence were supplied that potential sites had been discussed with the relevant planning authorities and that their acceptability in principle had been agreed.
iii) Bus service reorganisation

The combination of (B)RT routes and new P&R car parks would require substantial reorganisation of bus services as well as infrastructure investment in order to achieve the desired outcomes. It is implied (page 18) that this reorganisation would be brought about by an extension of partnership working with the bus companies. However this raises a number of issues which have not previously had to be addressed, e.g.
· Would the outer car parks be served by extensions of the present dedicated, limited stop P&R services (operated solely by the Oxford Bus Company)? Would this be commercially viable, including evenings and Sundays? What is the implication of such extensions in terms of potential patronage abstraction from other companies’ services in these areas?
· Alternatively might some of the outer sites (eg East Kidlington, Eynsham, Cumnor and Lodge Hill) be better served by enhancements of the inter-urban services at these locations from places such as Bicester, Witney and Abingdon? This might be relevant in the early years of development of these sites (particularly if existing ones were retained) or more generally at times of lower demand  

· In corridors where frequent inter-urban services do not exist (e.g. Langford Lane and Sandford) would the provision of frequent limited stop services from the proposed P&R sites be dependent on some reorganisation of local services in the Kidlington and Science Park areas? What form might this take and what would be its implications?
· How might the anticipated service patterns be affected by the extensions into potential development areas referred to on page 29 and with what consequences?

It would be helpful if the principles to be applied in negotiating the above changes were added to the list on page 18 and if assurance could be given of bus operators’ agreement to them. 
iv)   Buses in the city centre

In the section on the city centre (page 15) reference is made to the ‘key challenge’ presented in accommodating growth in bus use whilst also improving the visitor experience (taken to imply removing buses from the remaining trafficked streets.) However, the potential for a (high-capacity) RT system to replace some buses is not mentioned, and it appears that their service across the city centre must await the possible construction of tunnels in 2035. Experience from similar cities in Europe with mediaeval centres suggests that trams can play a significant role in providing on-street cross-city services that do not adversely affect the perceived ambience. Whilst removing buses might be desirable where circumstances allow no evidence is supplied in the strategy document that members of the public rate current conditions in, say, pedestrianised Cornmarket as markedly better than similarly paved Queen Street (where buses continue to operate) and that the difference is sufficient to justify the disbenefits arising from bus re-routeing.
The proposed reorganisation of terminals and routes is described in only very general terms in the table and figure on page 16. There is a lack of information about the service and stopping patterns that would arise from this – even in an illustrative form – and to their consequences in terms of accessibility, journey times and operating costs. The basic physical practicability of these arrangements in accommodating the projected numbers of buses and passengers is also not demonstrated. The notion that restrictions applied to traffic movements into and around the central area would be on a scale sufficient to allow all buses to be relocated satisfactorily from George Street and Park End Street into Worcester Street and Hythe Bridge Street seems implausible.
No evidence is supplied that the bus companies are supportive of the proposals. For example have they indicated their willingness to operate BRT line 1 north to east across the centre (via a circuitous western loop) when in recent years they have deliberately abandoned such a link?
The final paragraph of page 15 in effect acknowledges the shortcomings of what is being proposed. This leads to transit tunnels under the city centre being presented as a longer term option (page 16) although the scale of bus and bus passenger volumes which would lead to such a proposal needing to be considered is not identified. The provision of terminal and layover space in the tunnels proposed for 2035 will hugely increase the cost of what will already be a very expensive project. 
In the more immediate future the benefits from allowing transit routes direct movement across the city centre via Cornmarket and Queen Street deserve to be acknowledged, and the extent to which they would enable longer term capacity requirements in the centre to be met without the huge investment required for tunnels. The implications of the completion of the Westgate and Oxpens redevelopments, which will spread a large increase in visitor numbers both from the city and from outside it across a much larger central area, need to be taken into account.
v) Traffic restraint on movements to and across the city centre

The strategy recognises the case for further restraint although surprisingly maintains that reducing traffic levels is a matter for the ‘longer term’ (page 26 para 6). It is not clear whether reference to the small proportion of ‘through traffic’  in the city centre (para 5) includes vehicles on the surrounding roads which currently experience serious peak period congestion (i.e. Thames Street, Worcester Street and South Parks Road/St Cross Road) and which are proposed as future traffic restriction points. 

The strategy proposes a city-wide workplace charging levy (WPL) as the main additional instrument of traffic restraint with its net revenue ring-fenced for re-investment in the transport network. This is highly desirable as an aspiration, but cannot be brought into being for many years. This is partly because of the scale of the administrative task but mainly because of the complementary measures which are needed in the outer parts of the city to provide better access by non-car modes and to introduce further on-street parking controls so as to prevent the displacement of vehicles from private premises. However an initial stage could be implemented much more quickly if confined to a limited area in and around the city centre where these hindrances do not apply. 
Road user charging – possibly applied at the traffic restriction points noted above – is referred to as “a potential option in conjunction with a workplace levy for reducing traffic levels on certain routes”  (page 27 para 3). As far as the central area is concerned it is not clear why the argument is presented in this way. A WPL only has an indirect and probably marginal effect on commuter flows to the centre and does not impact on cross-centre movements at all. It is therefore difficult to see how it might act better as a traffic reduction and revenue generating instrument than a cordon pricing scheme similar to the London Congestion Charge. Reference to the size and cost of the London scheme is misleading in this context. A central Oxford zone would only be about one tenth the size and because of its particular geography (with a limited number of entry points such as Magdalen Bridge) would only require the monitoring of traffic flows at about half a dozen locations.
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