BRISTOL SOUTH GREEN PARTY

______________________________________________________________________________________

Statement to the West of England Partnership Joint Transport Executive

4th February 2010

Item 7: South Bristol Link

After all the years of debate and planning, you still have still no persuasive evidence base for this link.  This is not just the opinion of the scheme's opponents, it is shared by your colleagues who scrutinised the plans just days ago.   

The officers' report today has all the credibility of a 'dodgy dossier'.   It offers hearsay as firm evidence, it disregards counter-evidence, and for those few statistics and 'facts' that it presents, no source is quoted.

...............................................

In this latest manifestation of the South Bristol Link, it's clear that the scheme has two distinct elements that have little to do with each other, apart from sharing a route and competing for the same traffic.

· The road IS a ring road.  Attempts to rebrand it as a 'local' road offering new connectivity to South Bristol are based on the flimsiest of evidence.  Its known disadvantages (in terms of new traffic, neighbourhood severance, air and noise pollution, and 'opportunity cost') far outweigh any known benefits.

· The Bus Rapid Transit, we are sad to say, is a very costly green 'fig-leaf' which is unlikely to survive any kind of viability testing in the real world  -  because it offers very little that anyone will want to buy.

· The most probable form of 'economic development' prompted by this scheme would be house building in the Green Belt, which both Bristol and North Somerset claim that they wish to protect.

· The road/BRT is intrinsically destructive of the Green Belt; the vision of terraced multiple carriageways climbing the Colliters Brook valley is evidence enough.

The West of England Partnership would be wrong to commit its own councils, let alone government, to the heavy costs of this scheme at a time of cutbacks and of competing demands for projects that offer  very much greater benefits.

.....................

As you know, when the South Bristol Link was under scrutiny by your council colleagues a couple of weeks ago, they felt strongly that a case has not been made, and called for more information.  Presumably that is what has prompted the titbits of new information, along with some uncredited statistical claims, in the officers' report.  You are also being told that more 'justification' will be available when the scheme reaches the North Somerset and Bristol executives for their approval - but you, the West of England Executive Members for Transport, can't see it yet.

What new stats we have are in a different form from those offered by your consultants Mott MacDonald in their 'Options Appraisal' of earlier plans, which makes it difficult to compare the two.   For instance, today's report quotes only the a.m. peak hour traffic flows  (unidirectional? - we're not told...), whereas the earlier appraisal considered Annual Average Daily Traffic.   No source for the current figures is given. 

There are many questions to be asked - we offer a sample below - and you may get the opportunity when officers make their presentation.   

General:

· Although no appraisal has been commissioned for this hybrid scheme, its component parts were appraised as Options 1 (highway) And Option 3 (BRT) in the Mott MacDonald report.  Is there an assumption being made now that the hybrid scheme is less than, or more than, or equal to, the sum of its parts?

· The current report uses a notional and unexplained 'do nothing' scenario as its reference point.  The full 'Options Appraisal' took a 'Do Minimum' scenario, which assumed other measures - including the Hengrove to North Fringe BRT route, plus various bus improvements - would be in place.  Why the difference?

· Why has this scheme not been thoroughly tested against the 'Do Minimum' scenario, in the same way as previous options were? 

· 'Consideration is being given to including greater width' beneath the new railway bridge in Ashton Vale 'to facilitate future improvement' .   Why?

Traffic:

· There is no forecast of the change in a.m. peak journey times into the city (a key DfT yardstick).  The earlier appraisal took the Airport to Temple Meads journey and forecast that a link road would increase journey times (not surprising, in view of extra traffic in the Cumberland Basin system).   Why is there no prediction of peak inward journey times available for this latest proposal?

· Why have the Average Annual Daily Traffic figures not been published?

BRT: 
(a map showing the extent of an approximate 400m 'passenger catchment'  is attached)

· Last year's Options Appraisal found the BRT scheme to have a BCR of less than 2 - showing 'poor to medium value for money'.   This year, all that's changed is the addition of a highway along the same route, competing for the same traffic, but we have been given no BCR for this element of the scheme.  Why not?

· Para 40 shows comparative public transport journey times (today's 'Showcase' bus v. the future BRT scenario).   They're presented as being much the same - but don't take into account that the Showcase route has a much bigger catchment, and we might reasonably expect it to have 'smart' ticketing to speed up boarding at the many stops by the time a BRT is commissioned.    Any comment?

· Has a business case been made for the BRT, and what balance of fares, subsidy, and patronage would make it viable?

Regeneration:

· Scrutiny (and others) have asked about the economic analysis work commissioned at public expense for this project.  When will it be released, and can decisions be confidently made without it?

· In 2006, Business West commentary on the 'full' Ring Road scheme observed that we "Need facts and figures to support the economic development arguments particularly as more recent evidence on new road provision would not support this case (!).  They asked then, and we ask now :

"If Cater Road and Hawkfield Business Parks will benefit, where is the evidence?"

· Para 35 attributes the need for road access, as an investment incentive, to 'business opinion'.  Is there any more concrete evidence that a new road will bring that investment?

· Para 35 also claims that residents will be better able to access job opportunities using the road.  Won't this really mean that more people will travel further by car to reach employment - whether to, from, or right through south Bristol?

· Para 35 also claims that BRT would provide residents without access to a car with a new opportunity to find employment in the city centre or the North Fringe.   In practice, aren't these journey opportunities either there already, or being anticipated with the more direct Hengrove to North Fringe BRT ?

· Para 36, after quoting some  incomplete and uncredited 'research', asserts - rather obscurely - that 'the commitment to the SBL would be taken as a clear signal to the private sector that local and national policy makers are tackling the current poor perception of south Bristol's ability to address its economic problems'.   What is the evidence for this, or - more important - that the private sector would actually respond with investment?

· There is no mention of the changing face of business models in the age of Peak Oil, rising fuel costs, and climate change.  Aren't these factors going to materially change investment and travel patterns ?

..........................................................................

Bristol South Green Party, c/o Pete Goodwin, 11 Lanesborough Rise BS14 8AJ 

31.1.2010. 
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