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Final Draft Aberdeen Local Transport Strategy 2008 - 2012
1. The Scottish Council for Development and Industry (SCDI) is an independent membership network that strengthens Scotland’s competitiveness by influencing public policies to encourage sustainable economic prosperity. Its membership includes businesses, trades unions, local authorities, educational institutions and the voluntary sector.
2. SCDI agrees with the “Building on energy – The economic manifesto for Aberdeen City and Shire” vision that delivering a fully integrated transport network is a strategic priority for the North East economy. It also supports the development of a hierarchy of complementary National, Regional and Local transport strategies. It has previously commented on the Scottish Executive Draft National Transport Strategy and on NESTRANS Draft Regional Transport Strategy for Aberdeen City and Shire. However, while supportive of a local transport strategy, the overwhelmingly strong message from SCDI members is that they want fewer words and more action, less documentation and greater delivery. Their confidence has not been increased by the uncertainty over Scottish Government support for NESTRANS’ draft regional transport strategy. 
3. Implementation of parts of this strategy will require additional resources from the Scottish Government. The main transport operators are in the private sector. Employers also control important levers such as flexible working. Clearly a partnership approach involving all of them will be essential if the strategy is to be a success. But Aberdeen City Council has responsibility for many key aspects, including the planning system, and must show leadership in delivery. It has been consistently emphasised to SCDI that the North East economy cannot afford for this strategy to fail, as the last one did, in the core objective of tackling traffic congestion.
4. The strategy lists numerous actions and policies, many of them laudable. SCDI does not propose to comment on them all, instead highlighting those which it believes are most important or which should be changed. In SCDI’s view, sustainable economic growth should be the strategy’s highest priority. Connectivity is the key issue – within the North East, but also combating peripherality by improving the connectivity with the rest of Scotland, the UK and the wider world. It should be asked of every action and policy whether, in as sustainable a way as practicable, it is helping to connect businesses with employees; connect the public with employment, education and other essential services; connect business to markets in the rest of Scotland, UK and the wider world; or ensure efficient freight and logistics systems and foster inward investment. 
Strategic Rail Network

5. SCDI has always been supportive of the development of Aberdeen Crossrail. However, it accepts that the feasibility study showed that the full scheme is difficult to justify in terms of cost-benefit. SCDI supports NESTRANS in investigating whether a staged series of smaller enhancements could deliver many of the objectives of Aberdeen Crossrail. This would include the reopening of Laurencekirk and new stations at Kintore and Aberdeen South; increased peak time services into Aberdeen from Inverurie, Dyce, Stonehaven and Portlethen; more regular and frequent service on the Inverness line; and increased capacity on trains.

6. Faster services between Aberdeen and the Central Belt cities and London are a priority. Infrastructure upgrades should be supported. SCDI would also like to see the upcoming rail timetable recast to include more services between the North East and Edinburgh which do not stop at stations in Fife, and more trains from Inverurie and beyond direct to Central Belt. It must be ensured that National Express, the operators of the new East Coast Mainline Franchise, maintains a high quality service to London. 
Airport Services
7. The North East economy needs a vibrant regional airport with more European and International flights. A lack of direct services reinforces the impression of the North East as peripheral and could defeat efforts to grow and diversify the economy. International connectivity is essential if the region’s global oil and gas businesses are to be anchored here as the UK Continental Shelf declines, and if investment such as the proposed Trump project is to be attracted and industry targets of growing tourism revenues by 50 per cent by 2015 are to be achieved. Aberdeen Airport has in recent years been one of the UK’s fastest growing regional airports, although the pace of expansion has tailed off to an extent in the last few months. SCDI has supported BAA’s investment in the extension of the runway and opening hours which are necessary to cater for its growth. 

8. It should be recognised that with the introduction of the “Open Skies” agreement between the US and Europe, the aviation market is changing. This will create opportunities, but also threats, including pressure for slots at Heathrow, the UK’s major hub, to be used for more lucrative transatlantic flights. The decision by British Airways to abandon its Aberdeen-Gatwick flight indicates the potential threat of changes in the aviation market, although it is welcome that Flybe will take on the route. Rail travel is not a realistic alternative for business. A twin-track strategy for Aberdeen Airport needs to be adopted, which seeks to maintain Aberdeen’s good links with major London airports, while developing new routes to major cities, continental hubs and energy hubs such as Houston. 
Ferry Services
9. Aberdeen Harbour is one of the region’s greatest economic assets and is a hub for many of the region’s major industries, including tourism, the fishing industry and the oil and gas industry. It has a critical role in the globalisation of the North Sea oil and gas supply chain industry, and SCDI hopes that its international connectivity can be further strengthened. 

10. Competing interests for the use and protection of the sea are multiplying, and SCDI welcomes the Scottish Government’s recent announcement of a Sustainable Seas Taskforce to develop new, streamlined legislation to ensure the sustainable management of Scotland's coasts and marine areas. The Local Transport Strategy should seek to safeguard and strengthen Aberdeen Harbour’s economic contribution against this backcloth. 

11. The commitment to maintain Aberdeen Harbour as the main port of call on mainland Scotland for the Northern Isles Ferry service to Shetland and the Orkney Islands is welcome. Substantial funding is being committed to marketing the service to tourists and it is hoped that these efforts are maintained and developed to maximise the potential of the route. The launch of new ferry services should also be a priority. However, any increase in passenger numbers should not be detrimental to freight.
12. SCDI supports the promotion of coastal shipping services as envisaged in EU’s Programme for the Promotion of Short Sea Shipping. The use of coastal and short sea shipping provides an alternative to road and rail freight. This mode of transportation is likely to grow in the coming years.

Trunk Road Network 
13. SCDI strongly backs the improvements to the road network set out in the strategy – the Aberdeen Western Peripheral Route, the A90 dualling between Balmedie and Tipperty, and increased capacity at the Haudagain junction, Bridge of Dee and Bridge of Don. These are all without question essential to maintain the smooth functioning of the North East economy. The longstanding issues around access to Aberdeen Airport, particularly at peak periods, are becoming critical and really do need to be resolved.
14. While the strategy talks of delivering the AWPR “on time and on budget”, with the start of construction delayed, the estimated completion date has already slipped. Uncertainty around the project must now be eliminated. A public local inquiry seems inevitable and this should be completed as speedily as possible. But the lack of clarity around funding for the AWPR is a significant concern. SCDI accepts that it is the Scottish Government which must decide on the funding mechanism for the bulk of the cost. It supports a rigorous examination of the most cost-effective means of procurement, but believes that it is high time that this is made clear. 
15. SCDI endorses the emphasis in the strategy on ‘locking-in’ the benefits of the AWPR. However, this does not just mean optimising the road capacity freed-up by the AWPR. It also entails ensuring that junctions and road infrastructure connecting to the AWPR are of sufficient capacity and quality. There should be no attempt to reduce the headline cost of the AWPR by constructing related infrastructure which cannot cope with predicted traffic growth. The state of the road network around Dyce is especially concerning given the plans for further expansion of Aberdeen Airport and businesses located in the area. Improvements to local roads should be made along with or in advance of the construction of the new AWPR junctions to prevent traffic from them simply exacerbating the serious peak period congestion which already exists. Where traffic growth may be in the medium term, land should be protected for further upgrades. Extending the existing traffic simulation computer from city centre to wider city area coverage would be helpful in making such decisions. 
16. SCDI feels strongly that Aberdeen City Council should lobby the Scottish Government for the A96 to be fully dualled from west of Inverurie to Inverness in the long term. Infrastructure improvements short of this would be helpful but would not open up the economic potential which faster and reliable journey would create or connect the labour markets of Elgin, Inverness and surrounding towns with Aberdeen. The A96 is of strategic importance to the economy of north east. It provides a vital link to the cities and towns of the north east of Scotland. The road is now in a dangerous state with a poor safety record. It is 110 miles from Inverness to Aberdeen, but the journey takes between 2.5- 3 hours, no other journey between two such major economic centres is comparable in Scotland. Substantial freight and normal traffic justifies a commitment to the upgrading of the road. In the long term the dualling of the A90 all the way from Aberdeen to Peterhead would ease heavy traffic congestion on a vital economic artery that connects a busy port town with Aberdeen. 
Road Maintenance
17. SCDI shares Aberdeen City Council’s concerns about the state of many of the city’s roads. It is patently apparent that over many years insufficient funding has been devoted to their maintenance and that many are now in a very poor state. This can add to business expenses through vehicle repairs and in the long-term leads to more roadworks and congestion, and higher repairs costs. SCDI recognises that the concerted programme needed to address the problem calls for considerable investment and that the Council intends to approach the Scottish Government. However, with public spending tight and ring-fencing removed from much local government expenditure, it must be doubted as to whether extra central funding will be provided. If this is the case, the Council should not seek to generate extra money from utility companies as this would simply be passed onto the consumer. SCDI hopes that in the light of the priority the public has given to road maintenance in the drafting of the Local Transport Strategy that it will become a higher political priority for the Council’s existing budget. 

Parking

18. Creating a more vibrant city centre is a strategic priority for “Building on energy”, the City and Shire’s economic manifesto. This means attracting people to work, for leisure or to existing and future retail developments. Not all people travelling into the city centre come from surrounding areas, many travel much greater distances from areas where they rely almost completely on the car. While parking measures can encourage greater use of alternatives to the car, they can also drive people away from the city centre to out-of-town retail parks or competitor cities. If it is comparatively easy and cheap to park in Aberdeen City Centre this could be seen as a source of competitive advantage. In SCDI’s view, an increase in the cost of parking and loss of on-street parking must therefore be compensated for by more space within off-street car parks and any extra funding raised should be used to improve travel in/ from the city centre. 

Land Use Planning
19. One of the major obstacles which Aberdeen has faced in promoting modal shift from cars to public transport is the very high level of car ownership in Aberdeenshire. As the populations of towns in the Shire have expanded, the lack of a well-developed public transport network around the city has led to more commuting by car. However, it is important that Aberdeen City Council acknowledges its own hand in this pattern of population change as it has failed to promote the development of enough new housing within the city. This has increased the need to travel. 
20. SCDI agrees that transport provision should be considered from the very outset of a planning application and that developers should be expected to contribute towards appropriate off-site transport measures. However, neither the process nor the planning gain should be excessive. To discourage development in the city would be utterly counter-productive.
Travel Plans, Reducing the Need to Travel & Car Sharing

21. The commitment of Aberdeen City Council to champion Travel Plans by example and to promote home working and flexible working practice is to be applauded. These initiatives, the latter facilitated by advances in the technology available and changes to business culture, can reduce the need to travel and cut congestion at peak times. Many major employers have already shown corporate leadership (for example ConocoPhillips lays on buses for employees) and others should be encouraged to do so. SCDI supports the extend provision of “touchdown” facilities/satellite offices.
The Public Realm
22. The postponement of Union Street Pedestrianisation until after the completion of the AWPR was advocated by SCDI. The decision to do so was the right one. The pedestrianisation of Union Street and the Bon Accord Quarter has the potential to enhance the quality of Aberdeen City Centre. The temporary close of Union Terrace for the successful International Market has shown that shoppers from a wide area could be attracted. However, SCDI continues to believe that full-scale pedestrianisation should only follow the implementation of adequate road infrastructure and traffic management. It must be demonstrated that the diverted traffic will not cause congestion problems in surrounding areas which make the city centre a less attractive place to visit and to shop. 
Transport Management Organisations 

23. The bringing together of employers in the Dyce TMO has brought greater co-ordination, momentum and innovation to tackling the area’s transport challenges. SCDI welcomes the commitment to continued support for Dyce TMO and to the further development of TMOs across the City.
Bus Network and Service Accessibility
24. Making the bus network more attractive for commuters should be a priority. There is scope to improve the ease of payment through smartcards and the competitiveness of price, and the options for travel through circumferential and non-radial journeys going to the industrial estates. The development of new Park and Ride sites to tackle the poor patronage at some existing sites are supported, as is the initiative to create park and choose locations which promote greater car sharing into the city. 
Traffic Management
25. SCDI agrees that a local congestion charge would damage Aberdeen’s competitiveness. However, it is supportive of the concept of introducing a national road charging scheme as long as it is done in a way that enhances economic competitiveness and does not impede it. SCDI would envisage a road pricing scheme which aims to cut congestion levels. Prices would depend on levels of congestion on the road in question, as well as the time of travel and would replace all current taxation on motoring. Congestion blights Scotland’s transport network and it must be addressed. Congestion, as well as harming the economy, is also harmful to the environment. A reduction in congestion levels would see fewer emissions from cars sitting in grid-lock and an improvement in air quality.

26. It is to be hoped that the AWPR will be completed in order to allow introduction of High Occupancy Vehicle Lanes within the timescale of the strategy. These would help to lock-in the benefits of the AWPR. As explained below, in general SCDI believes that road prioritisation schemes should include large vehicles as freight movement is a priority. 
Freight 

27. Getting goods around is essential for growth and investment. For too long, freight has been a secondary consideration for government transport strategies and it has been little understood that roads must be the main transport mode. As this strategy shows, this attitude seems to be changing. The same priority must now be applied to delivery - SCDI supports rapid progress towards the establishment of a Freight Quality Partnership and the creation of one, industry-led freight delivery group in the North East.

28. SCDI welcomes the plan to pilot a Large Vehicle Lane and agrees that Wellington Road, linking Aberdeen Harbour and several industrial estates, is the correct corridor. It will be important to set a lower weight limit for vehicles which stops vans from abusing them. Given that similar trials elsewhere have proved successful, Aberdeen City Council should identify other bus lanes which can be quickly converted into Large Vehicle Lanes, particularly those approaching the city from the North. 
29. SCDI has accepted the loss of the rail freight facility at Guild Street and hopes that the developments at Raiths Farm and Craiginches will go some way to compensate. But it was concerned that these facilities have inadequate space and limited access to support expansion of rail freight in line with Scottish Government proposals and to take advantage of the recent completion of the Mossend-Elgin rail freight gauge enhancement. There is a real need, where possible, to safeguard land around both these sites in order to allow for the expansion of rail freight in the future. 
Access to the Airport 
30. The continuing difficulties in providing a dedicated bus service between Dyce Railway Station, the Airport and the City Centre are a source of some frustration. Many visitors – and indeed local people – must find it incredible that such a fast-growing airport has no surface connections of this kind. As has previously been said, congestion around Dyce necessitates immediate action. If policymakers are serious about reducing traffic levels and supporting business and tourism by meeting the normal expectations of travellers, this issue must be resolved without more delay.
Access to the Harbour

31. Access to Aberdeen Harbour remains a concern, especially in the light of the Union Square and other proposed developments. The likely impact of these projects upon traffic in the area must be properly modelled so that it can be fully understood by transport and planning officials, and affected businesses, and pre-emptive action can be taken. SCDI welcomes the proposal to introduce a shuttle bus service linking the ferry terminal to the bus and rail stations and the City Centre, and this should be in place before Union Street Pedestrianisation. The lack of a high quality transport interchange in the Union Square development for onward connectivity throughout the region remains, in SCDI’s view, a major missed opportunity. In its absence, as high standard facilities and integrated services as possible should be provided for public transport passengers. 
Conclusion
32. Transport is an investment for the future not a cost. The ambition of creating a modern transport system must be a rolling spending priority. 
33. The strategy suffers from a lack of clarity around delivery. The business community wants to know: what are the top priority action and policies?; when are they going to be delivered?; where the resources and skills are going to come from?; and who is going to show leadership and take responsibility? Business is desperate for transport improvements and has the expertise to contribute and possibly access to capital. However, it will only do so if it believes that its resources will lead to measurable improvements.  The strategy must demonstrate delivery from day one. 
Gareth Williams
Policy Manager - North
Scottish Council for Development and Industry
January 18th, 2008
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