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A. More details and data following up summary of issues given at 
registration 

This section reproduces text from our initial submission to the ExA in registering as an interested party 

(shown in bold), supplementing the limited information permitted at registration with expanded text, figures 

and data based on local and regional traffic flows and evidence of inaccuracy in national traffic forecasts. 

Problems with the Department for Transport (DfT) traffic forecast methodology and handling of effects 

related to 'peak car' are covered in section B.  

 

We object to the A556 Knutsford to Bowden proposals for a number of reasons, including: 

 

1. It is unnecessary: future growth in traffic is much less likely than the official forecasts 

suggest 

In our written representation we will present evidence that shows the discrepancy between actual 

road traffic volumes and the predictions made by successive Department for Transport traffic 

models. We will also provide evidence on the recent traffic trend in the East Cheshire area using data 

from the DfT's traffic counts site.  



 

Nationally: 

Although there are some variations in local areas, traffic across England and Great Britain has seen a 

significant divergence from historical trends in recent years. 

 

Nationally and locally, most charts of traffic growth since 2000 show a pattern of this general form:  

 

 A clear flattening off in traffic growth in the period 2001 to 2006/7; 

 An obvious decline from 2006/7; 

 A flattening off of this decline since around 2010 (sometimes with an increase seen in 2011 or 2012, 

but rarely in both those years). 

 

The latest DfT traffic statistics for 2012 show that the amount of traffic is now below the level seen in 2003 

(259 billion vehicle miles per year, vs 260 billion ten years ago). 

 

 

Fig 1.1: Total traffic volumes in England (billion vehicle miles)
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This general pattern is also shown in the chart in figure 1.2, from the 2013 national traffic forecasts 

document, which shows trends since for different road types, including rural A roads similar to the A556. 
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 Department for Transport road traffic statistics 2012, table TRA5102 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-transport/series/road-traffic-statistics  

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-transport/series/road-traffic-statistics


 

 

 

Fig 1.2: Road traffic on different road types across Great Britain
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The most recent National Travel Survey also illustrates how driving patterns are changing on a per-person 

basis, raising serious questions about national traffic forecasts' reliance on population growth:  

 

Key statistics from the 2012 National Travel Survey include:
3,4

 

 The number of trips per person (by any mode) has been in steep decline since the start of the 

statistics in 1997 – down by 12% during this 15 year period.  

 

 Each trip has grown longer, but the distance travelled by car is still down. The distance travelled per 

person per year was down by 4% since 1997 for all modes of transport and down 7% from 1997 to 

2012 for driving in a car or van. 

 

 The annual average distance travelled per car has fallen 11% since 2002 

 

 Car ownership levels are now lower than in 2005 at 1.13 cars per household (in 2005 it was 1.15 

cars per household) 

 

  

                                                      
2
 Road Transport Forecasts 2013. Department for Transport, July 2013 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225483/road-transport-forecasts-2013-

extended-version.pdf 
3
 National Travel Survey statistics https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-

transport/series/national-travel-survey-statistics 
4
 Campaign for Better Transport briefing on the National Travel Survey, July 2013 

http://www.bettertransport.org.uk/files/CfBT_NTS_2012_new_data_FINAL.pdf  

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225483/road-transport-forecasts-2013-extended-version.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225483/road-transport-forecasts-2013-extended-version.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-transport/series/national-travel-survey-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-transport/series/national-travel-survey-statistics
http://www.bettertransport.org.uk/files/CfBT_NTS_2012_new_data_FINAL.pdf


Figure 1.3 national average trip rates by any mode (per person) since 1997
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 Campaign for Better Transport briefing on the National Travel Survey, July 2013 

http://www.bettertransport.org.uk/files/CfBT_NTS_2012_new_data_FINAL.pdf 

http://www.bettertransport.org.uk/files/CfBT_NTS_2012_new_data_FINAL.pdf


In the area around the A556: 

The National Travel Survey cannot be analysed at a local level, but similar trends in traffic levels are seen in 

the North West, across Cheshire East and at four count points on the current A556 between 2000 and 2012, 

all taken from the DfT 's traffic counts website. The relevant identification numbers for the count points are 

shown in the map below. 

 

Fig 1.4: Count points around the A556
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 DfT Traffic Counts website: http://www.dft.gov.uk/traffic-counts/cp.php?la=East+Cheshire 

http://www.dft.gov.uk/traffic-counts/cp.php?la=East+Cheshire


Fig 1.5: Minimal change in traffic in the north west between 1982 and 2012
7
  

 

 

Fig 1.6: Traffic trends across all count points in Cheshire East
8
 

 

                                                      
7
 Road Transport Forecasts 2013. Department for Transport, July 2013 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225483/road-transport-forecasts-2013-

extended-version.pdf 
8
 DfT Traffic Counts website: http://www.dft.gov.uk/traffic-counts/cp.php?la=East+Cheshire  

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225483/road-transport-forecasts-2013-extended-version.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225483/road-transport-forecasts-2013-extended-version.pdf
http://www.dft.gov.uk/traffic-counts/cp.php?la=East+Cheshire


 

Fig 1.7: Traffic trends at count points on the A556 – all traffic
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Fig 1.8: Traffic trends at count points on the A556 – HGV traffic
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 DfT Traffic Counts website: http://www.dft.gov.uk/traffic-counts/cp.php?la=East+Cheshire  

10
 ibid  

http://www.dft.gov.uk/traffic-counts/cp.php?la=East+Cheshire


These trends clearly call into question the wisdom of building new roads now, when congestion and traffic 

are below what they have been at their peak, with several years of strong growth needed to even bring them 

up to levels that have previously been experienced. Far better would be to take advantage of the 'breathing 

space' provided by the recent trends and put in measures to consolidate this change and encourage further 

reductions, rather than road-building measures that are guaranteed to induce new traffic.  

 

Figure 1.8 above contrasts with several statements made in the justification for the road based on high flow 

of heavy goods vehicles on the road, and shows there is now considerable 'breathing space' to allow for 

small numbers of new HGV moments on this stretch of road due to developments around Manchester 

Airport, for example.
11

  

 

The trends also call into question the reliability of the DfT's traffic forecasts. 

  

During all this time traffic forecasts were predicting growth far ahead of what was seen, even in the 

years when traffic was increasing. 

 

The chart below shows the latest (2013) National Road Transport Forecast from the DfT for total traffic on 

the road network. 

 

Fig 1.9: DfT traffic forecasts – all traffic
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There is abundant evidence that forecasts like this have consistently over-estimated traffic growth since the 

1980s, particularly when trying to predict long-term trends. The chart below, reproduced from a recent article 

by Professor Phil Goodwin of UCL/UWE
13

 shows this very clearly in a comparison of the actual traffic levels 

seen in England compared with forecasts made from 1989 to 2011.  

                                                      
11

 For example sections 8.10 and 8.44 of the Planning Statement: http://infrastructure.planningportal.gov.uk/wp-

content/ipc/uploads/projects/TR010002/2.%20Post-

Submission/Application%20Documents/Other%20Documents/A556%207.1%20Planning%20Statement.pdf 
12

 Road Transport Forecasts 2013. Department for Transport, July 2013 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225483/road-transport-forecasts-2013-

extended-version.pdf 
13

 Due diligence, traffic forecasts and pensions, Goodwin P, LTT April 2012, 

http://www.bettertransport.org.uk/campaigns/roads-to-nowhere/ltt-130412 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225483/road-transport-forecasts-2013-extended-version.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225483/road-transport-forecasts-2013-extended-version.pdf
http://www.bettertransport.org.uk/campaigns/roads-to-nowhere/ltt-130412


 

There has been a large discrepancy between predicted and actual traffic since 1989, when traffic 

growth first started to flatten out (long before the current recession). 

 

Fig 1.10: Performance of DfT traffic forecasts since 1989
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This record of forecasts being proved wrong over several decades has now led to a near consensus among 

academics and transport and planning bodies that the methods and assumptions underlying the National 

Transport Model (NTM), which underlies the DfT’s road traffic forecasts, need to be examined and revised in 

order to make the model and forecasts more accurate. 

 

 

 

 

 

Why this matters in the case for the road: 

This matters because, with a more realistic forecast of future traffic levels without the road, modelled time 

'savings' due to the road would be much smaller, particularly the component of these savings that comes 

from long-term predictions. If lower traffic forecasts were used, this would reduce or eliminate the economic 

case for the road.  

 

The case for the road – particularly the cost-benefit claims – rely heavily on future growth in traffic 

based on forecasts using the same flawed methods and we do not believe these can be relied on.  

 

Evidence that the economic case for the road depends on driver time savings - and therefore on predictions 

of future growth in traffic – is shown in the Highways Agency's Appraisal Summary Table (AST) of 2010,
15

 

which includes monetised benefits as follows:  
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 Due diligence, traffic forecasts and pensions, Goodwin P, LTT April 2012, 

http://www.bettertransport.org.uk/campaigns/roads-to-nowhere/ltt-130412 
15

 HA Appraisal Summary Table, 2010 http://assets.highways.gov.uk/roads/road-projects/a556-knutsford-to-bowdon-

environmental-improvement/A556_AST_Red_Option.pdf  

 

http://www.bettertransport.org.uk/campaigns/roads-to-nowhere/ltt-130412
http://assets.highways.gov.uk/roads/road-projects/a556-knutsford-to-bowdon-environmental-improvement/A556_AST_Red_Option.pdf
http://assets.highways.gov.uk/roads/road-projects/a556-knutsford-to-bowdon-environmental-improvement/A556_AST_Red_Option.pdf


 

Noise Change in population annoyed at year 

15 = -45 

NPV = £1.58 million 

Greenhouse gases Total change in carbon = +79472 

tonnes 

NPV = -£2.63 million 

Accidents Savings in accidents and casualties PVB = £43.8 million 

Travel time savings Business users and providers PVB = £387.5 million 

Travel time savings Consumer users PVB = £147.6 million 

 

The figures in this table enable an estimate to be made of the reliance on time savings for scheme benefits. 

Counting only the positive contributions above, time savings make up £535.1 million – or 92% - of the 

£580.5 million in predicted positive benefits of the scheme.  

 

It is important to remember at all times that each of the time 'savings' reported in the AST are compared with 

what is predicted to be the case with no road-building on the route of the A556, based on current traffic 

forecasts, and that because of strong long-term traffic growth being predicted, these time 'savings' become 

larger as time goes on, further exacerbating the effect of the forecasts on the calculated benefits of the 

scheme.  

 

A counterfactual exercise: 

It is well worth asking how - if the A556(M) road had been built instead of dropped in 1997 - similar 

predictions of its economic benefits would have fared. 

 

We can estimate this by comparing long-term traffic forecasts from 1997 with what has actually happened in 
the past 15 years: 
 

 The 1997 traffic forecasts predicted traffic would  "grow by more than a third on all roads over 

the next 20 years and by more than half on trunk roads."
16

 

 In fact, compared with 1997, traffic in 2012 was just 7.5% higher (see Figure B.2.2 below)  

 Assuming the same average rate of annual growth continues for a further 5 years from 2012, traffic 

in 2017 can be estimated as approximately 10% above 1997 levels. 

 

This means that - at most - one third of the predicted time savings (and thus less than around a third of the 

predicted economic benefits for the first 20 years of the scheme) would have been achieved if the road had 

been built when first planned.  

 

Before being allowed to rely on current forecasts made using similar methods, the current promoters 

should be challenged to account for this discrepancy between what was predicted and what 

happened since their predecessors originally wanted to build the road. 

 

2. Other objections to the way the economic case for the road has been put forward 

These include problems with the WebTAG method of calculating costs and benefits, which rely too 

heavily for benefits on small time savings for drivers, while failing sufficiently to take into account 

very real costs, including health, environmental and social costs.  

 

As shown above, the scheme's Appraisal Summary Table (which gives a summary of WebTAG outputs of 

costs and benefits) only includes monetary estimates of a very small number of factors. A very wide range of 

impacts are not included in the calculations at all.  The table below summarises which impacts are 

considered as wider factors but not monetised, and which are finally included in the benefit-cost ratio 

calculations for a project.  
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 A new deal for trunk roads in England: Understanding the new approach. Department for Transport, 1997, archived at: 

http://www.solihull.gov.uk/planappdocs/msadocuments/CD251.pdf  

http://www.solihull.gov.uk/planappdocs/msadocuments/CD251.pdf


 

 

Social, environmental or economic 

impact 

Captured in 

appraisal 

Considered but 

not monetised 

Not 

captured 

Carbon savings X X  

Air pollution  X  

Noise X   

Social effects of congestion  X  

Social exclusion effects of traffic   X 

Social impact of public transport on: 

 Young people 

 Elderly people 

 People with disabilities 

 Low income groups 

  X 

Effects on delivery of public services   X 

Road safety X   

Health benefits of active travel  X  

Local multiplier effects   X 

Long-term vs construction jobs   X 

Package effects   X 

 

Additional issue: the ES reveals building the road will worsen air pollution significantly in 

the long term, which may not be legal 

This issue has not so far been raised in the ExA's questions, but it appears from reading the ES section on 

Air Quality that, while specific air pollution problems along the route of the current A556 are reduced by the 

scheme because traffic is moved to the new road, by increasing and inducing traffic along the whole A556 

corridor in the long term, air pollution across a wider area will be made significantly worse, including pushing 

a number of locations from below to above current EU legal limit values. 

 

If this is the case, then it is likely the scheme could not legally be pursued unless further measures were 

added to the proposals to reduce these effects at these locations – the legislation,
17

 and the recent Supreme 

Court ruling that the UK is failing in its legal duty to protect people from the effects of air pollution,
18

 is clear 

that areas currently within legal limits cannot be pushed over them by proposals like this, and it is certainly 

not sufficient to 'net off' gains in one place against an induced breach of the legal limit in another. 

 

The information setting out these problems is given on page 6 of the ES Non-technical summary and in more 

detail on pages 36 to 49 of the ES Volume 1 Part A – Main Text.  

 

In the Executive Summary of part 6 of the ES Volume 1 Part A (page 36), the issue is summarised as 

follows:  

 

"The scheme would attract more traffic than the existing A556, and would change traffic 

flows on other roads in the wider surrounding area. Air pollution at some properties near the 

new road and on the strategic route from the M6 south of he scheme into Manchester (via 

the M56) would increase to concentrations above the air quality thresholds as result of this 

scheme. 

 

"The expected overall effects of the scheme on air quality are classified as significant 

adverse. This classification arises because mainly small-scale adverse changes to air 

pollution affect a relatively large number of properties, mainly located at some distance from 
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 Directive 2008/50/EC http://ec.europa.eu/environment/air/quality/legislation/existing_leg.htm 
18

 News about Supreme Court decision with links to summary and full judgment http://www.healthyair.org.uk/clientearth-

triumph-in-the-supreme-court/ 



the scheme itself so that concentration so nitrogen dioxide would increase above the air 

quality thresholds as a result of the scheme." 

 

It would also appear that, with the overall effect on air quality being classified as 'significant adverse' over a 

wide area in the long term, one of the key objectives of the scheme "to improve the local environment in 

Bucklow Hill and Mere" is being achieved at the expense of simply transferring the same problem of illegally 

high air pollution to other 'local environments' and should not be considered to be fulfilled by the scheme as it 

stands. 

3. The solution proposed is out of proportion and very damaging 

A large bypass through greenfield land that includes sensitive areas is a hugely over-engineered 

response to the traffic problems that may exist on the A556. Similar plans were rejected in the past 

for being too environmentally damaging and the harm it would cause to the green belt, agricultural 

land, woods and valuable wetland habitats would still be unacceptable. 

4. Clear alternatives exist but have been set aside without adequate assessment 

We do not believe the Highways Agency has looked sufficiently at other options for improving 

conditions in the area. These include improving travel choices, public transport, information, smart 

measures and travel planning, moving freight traffic onto rail and increasing active travel. They have 

also failed to test a lower-impact road-based solution proposed by local campaigners, which 

involves changes to junction 20 of the M6 (junction 9 of the M56). Details of this alternative will be 

presented by other objectors. Clearly, though, the requirements of the Treasury Green Book and the 

DfT's WebTAG process have not been met while all these other options remain unexamined. 

 

The cost of the scheme is now estimated at up to £212 million, making the adequate consideration of 

alternatives even more important. This would be likely to produce more efficient ways to spend this money 

on transport improvements along this road corridor. Alternatives including smarter choices, travel planning 

and public transport measures have clearly not been exploited to the full by the Highways Agency and local 

transport authorities in advance of considering road building. 

 

A sensible and practical hierarchy of transport interventions has recently been published by the Institution of 

Mechanical Engineers. Based upon principles of sustainable development, which the National Planning 

Policy Statement also aims to support, this recommends fully exploiting measures to manage demand, 

enable modal shift and optimise system efficiencies before introducing new capacity.  

 

Figure 1.11: IMechE Transport Hierarchy
19
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 Institution of Mechanical Engineers, Transport Hierarchy:  

http://www.imeche.org/knowledge/policy/transport/policy/transport-hierarchy  

http://www.imeche.org/knowledge/policy/transport/policy/transport-hierarchy


 

Lack of alternatives provided for Tatton Park 

Other objectors will present details of how alternative road-based plans have been set aside, but one 

example we can add of neglecting less costly interventions that would help manage demand is the way the 

National Trust Tatton Park attraction (run by Cheshire East council) is named as a contributor to congestion 

in the scheme documents.  

 

Section 2.2.14 of the Environmental Statement says:  

"The A556 is also the main tourist route to a popular National Trust property at Tatton Park. 

Traffic flows are sometimes significantly longer when national events such as the annual 

Royal Horticultural Society Tatton Park Flower Show are held there." 

 

No evidence has been presented with the proposal to show any increase in Tatton Park traffic in recent 

years, and we have investigated this and found recent traffic counts on the two approaches towards the park 

from the A556 show a decrease in traffic of between 12% and 18%:
20

  

 

Fig 4.1: Traffic reduction on approaches to Tatton Park
21

 

 

 

We have also found that little is currently being done to reduce car travel to Tatton Park even further. We 

have searched for any available evidence on transport plans for the park and found the following statement 

made by the Strategic Highways and Transportation Manager at Cheshire East council in relation to the 

planning application for a proposed new 'BeWILDerwood' attraction on the site:
22

  

 

"The accessibility of the site to public transport is poor there are no bus services that will 

service the site and in reality the proposal will be a car based scheme. The nearest services 

to the site are in Knutsford although it is a considerable distance from the site to walk to 

                                                      
20

 DfT Traffic Counts website: http://www.dft.gov.uk/traffic-counts/cp.php?la=East+Cheshire 
21

 DfT Traffic Counts website: http://www.dft.gov.uk/traffic-counts/cp.php?la=East+Cheshire 
22

 Consultation response from Strategic Highways and Transportation Manager, planning application 12/1166M, 

Cheshire East Council, July 2013 

 http://doc.cheshireeast.gov.uk/NorthgatePublicDocs/07518957.pdf 

http://doc.cheshireeast.gov.uk/NorthgatePublicDocs/07518957.pdf


these services and this is also true of accessing the rail station. The site can be reached on 

foot but walking trips in excess of 2 kilometres are not going to undertaken by many visitors 

to the site and as such is will not reduce car journeys. Overall the site cannot be considered 

accessible to non car modes, although recognition must be given to the proposed theme 

park use in that visitors to these type of attractions are predominately car based family 

occasion’s trips even if a good level of accessibility was available." 
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 From http://www.rhs.org.uk/Shows-Events/RHS-Show-Tatton-Park/2012/All-Coverage/Articles/Plan-your-visit/Travel  

 

The rather defeatist and negative assessment above of 

prospects for providing more sustainable access to the 

park is in stark contrast to the efforts made in relation to 

the largest annual event at the park – the RHS Tatton 

Park Flower Show.  

 

For the show, shuttle buses are provided to the park 

from Altrincham Metrolink station and, within the park, 

from the Knutsford Gate mentioned above (which is 

close to Knutsford station) to the venue itself. This 

ensures that the short missing links in public transport 

provision are filled effectively, making the park easily 

accessible to public transport users. The travel planning 

advice on the RHS website also encourages visitors to 

choose these modes over the car. 

 

If, as stated, traffic to and from Tatton Park is one of 

the drivers for the A556 improvement project, much 

more should be done first to reduce demand and 

encourage modal shift before expensive road 

projects are planned.  

 

Figure 4.2: RHS travel guidance for the 

Flower Show at Tatton Park
23

 

http://www.rhs.org.uk/Shows-Events/RHS-Show-Tatton-Park/2012/All-Coverage/Articles/Plan-your-visit/Travel


B. Response to ExA's question 30 

This section responds specifically to the ExA's question 30 from Annex D of the Examination (Rule 8) letter 

which was addressed to CfBT and NWTAR.
24

 

 

The text of the question was as follows:  

 

"Please indicate the basis on which the DfT 'Road Transport Forecasts 2013'  which were 

issued as recently as July 2013 are not accepted as this document includes consideration of 

'Peak car' and the 'London Scenario' as well as considering the effect of Hs2." 

 

1. Questions for the promoters 

First, we are unsure why this question was only directed at us, as there are a number of questions related to 

traffic forecasts and modelling that should also be put to the promoters of the scheme.  

 

As outlined in section A above, there is good evidence that official national traffic forecasts have 

overestimated growth since at least 1989, and a clear case for major road schemes to be tested for the 

robustness of their calculated benefits against low-growth and no-growth scenarios, not just against a central 

forecast in a single 'do minimum' scenario.  

 

In relation to the most recent forecasts, the main question for the promoters should be: has the scheme 

been re-evaluated against these new forecasts? If not, then a new evaluation and estimate of scheme 

benefits and costs should be carried out against these forecasts and against low/no growth scenarios.  

 

From the traffic information given in the scheme documents provided so far, which do not include a full 

business case, it appears the traffic models and forecasts used are those from the base year of 2009. The 

most recent business case and Appraisal Summary tables on the Highways Agency's webpage for the 

scheme are both from 2010:  

 Business Case: http://www.highways.gov.uk/publications/a556-knutsford-to-bowdon-environmental-

improvement-business-case/ 

 AST: http://assets.highways.gov.uk/roads/road-projects/a556-knutsford-to-bowdon-environmental-

improvement/A556_AST_Red_Option.pdf 

 

 

 

2. Continued flaws in the assumptions behind the DfT Road Transport Forecasts 2013 

There are several reasons for the discrepancies noted by Prof Goodwin above between DfT forecasts and 

actual traffic levels. Unfortunately, all of these remain in the current forecasts published in July 2013.  

 

Limits of key drivers 

The main problem is the limited number of 'key drivers' that lead to forecasts of traffic growth, as well as a 

number of out-of-date assumptions about behaviour. 

 

The DfT Road Transport Forecasts document of 2013
25

 outlines these three key drivers and their assumed 

effects on traffic. The three key drivers are:  
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 http://infrastructure.planningportal.gov.uk/wp-content/ipc/uploads/projects/TR010002/2.%20Post-

Submission/Procedural%20Decisions/130912_TR010002_Rule%208%20Final.doc.pdf 
25

 Road Transport Forecasts 2013. Department for Transport, July 2013 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225483/road-transport-forecasts-2013-

extended-version.pdf 

 

http://www.highways.gov.uk/publications/a556-knutsford-to-bowdon-environmental-improvement-business-case/
http://www.highways.gov.uk/publications/a556-knutsford-to-bowdon-environmental-improvement-business-case/
http://assets.highways.gov.uk/roads/road-projects/a556-knutsford-to-bowdon-environmental-improvement/A556_AST_Red_Option.pdf
http://assets.highways.gov.uk/roads/road-projects/a556-knutsford-to-bowdon-environmental-improvement/A556_AST_Red_Option.pdf
http://infrastructure.planningportal.gov.uk/wp-content/ipc/uploads/projects/TR010002/2.%20Post-Submission/Procedural%20Decisions/130912_TR010002_Rule%208%20Final.doc.pdf
http://infrastructure.planningportal.gov.uk/wp-content/ipc/uploads/projects/TR010002/2.%20Post-Submission/Procedural%20Decisions/130912_TR010002_Rule%208%20Final.doc.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225483/road-transport-forecasts-2013-extended-version.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225483/road-transport-forecasts-2013-extended-version.pdf


 Population 

 Economic Growth 

 Cost of Driving 

 

The more detailed National Trip End Model (NTEM) does look at factors such as population density and 

demographics in working out local variations in demand for travel by car, but ultimately these are 

'constrained' or adjusted to fit in with the macro picture determined by these three factors.  

 

By using so few factors in estimating macro-level changes in demand, the forecasts ignore a range of 

important nation-wide changes in behaviour, demographics, land-use and technology, including.  

- Changes in technology that affect behaviour – especially relevant to the steady reduction in trip 

rates seen since 1997 

- Changes in culture between generations – younger people are currently assumed as they age to 

adopt the same driving patterns as people in today's older age groups. It is much more likely that 

future generations raised since the 1990s will have different driving habits from people who grew up 

in the 1970s or 1950s.  

- Changes in town planning – for example the 'town centre first' planning policies that are attributed 

to a proportion of the reduction in driving seen in the 'On the Move' report (see next section). 

 

These failings are in fact all acknowledged in the chapter 'Uncertainty and modelling' in the forecast 

documentation, but are currently not used to alter the model.  

 

Out of date assumptions 

In addition, a range of assumptions used in the NTEM and the overall forecasts are out of date. There are 

plans to make updates to these in the near future, but these are not represented in the 2013 forecasts. 

 

- Trip rates – the 2013 Road Transport Forecasts document admits that trip rate data is very out of 

date:
26

  

"2.18 At the moment Trip Rates are based on National Travel Survey (NTS) data from 1988-

1996." Trip rates are also assumed to be constant over time for each type of person (split 

according to age, car ownership and employment) and future changes to the model are planned 

to allow these to vary through time." 

- Population distribution – the NTEM (National Trip End Model) underlying the model uses Office for 

National Statistics population projections from 2010.
27

 These are in turn based on distribution 

patterns from the 2001 census, with new housing and other trip-generating developments also 

noted. The next set of detailed data on changes in population, based on the 2011 Census, is likely to 

show a higher level of overall population growth, but a very different distribution, focused mainly on 

larger cities that have lower cultural and practical levels of car use and better public transport 

networks). 

 

All of these issues lead to a tendency to produce unrealistically high forecasts over the long term, although 

the reliance on economic growth and driving costs as a factor, has led to some short-term predictions of 

traffic falling over the past few years of recession and recent period of higher oil prices.  

 

This tendency to produce unrealistically high long-term growth predictions is most clearly shown in the chart 

below from the current forecast document, where the number of car miles driven per person is predicted to 

increase rapidly over the next 30 years, despite being one of the measures that has seen the strongest peak 

and fall in recent years and, which has in fact dropped consistently over the past 15 years and is now 7% 

lower than in 1997.  
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Fig B.2.1: DfT forecasts for miles driven per person
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Fig B.2.2 Reduction in miles driven (per person per year) since 1997, from National Travel Survey, 

table 0305
29
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3. Consideration of 'Peak Car' in the DfT Road Transport Forecasts 2013 

Some of the factors contributing to the phenomenon known as 'peak car' – the observed peak in traffic in 

most developed countries in the 2000s, along with the hypothesis that traffic levels became saturated at a 

lower level than expected at around this time – are discussed in the 'Uncertainty and modelling' section of 

the report (see above). 

 

However, the forecasts report also seeks to consider the question of peak car in a box on page 25 of the 

main report. This is reproduced in full here.  

 

Box 1: Has demand for car travel peaked? 

Historically, static growth or falls in car miles per person correlate with periods 

of high oil prices or economic contractions. This is seen during fuel rationing of 

1957, spikes in the oil price and economic recessions in the 1970s, during the 

recession of the early 1990s and in the year 2000 when fuel prices increased 

by over 10%. 

 

The trends in travel since 2000 can mainly be explained using the 

macroeconomic key drivers. Figure 16 shows that there was growth in car 

miles per person in 2001 and 2002 as fuel prices fell, but then static growth to 

2007 as fuel prices rose by 13%. Since 2008 we have experienced high oil 

prices combined with either weak growth in GDP or a large economic 

contraction. This is confirmed by Figure 16 before, which shows how based on 

the three key drivers, the NTM correctly forecasts recent trends in car miles per 

person from 2003 to 2012.  

 

The NTM central forecast projects that car demand per person will begin to 

grow once again as the economy recovers, averaging 1.1% from 2015-2025, 

similar to the late 1990s. After 2025 travel demand will continue to grow at a 

slower rate, on average 0.5% per annum over 2025-2035 and down to 0.4% 

per annum in 2035-2040. The projections show car travel growing but at a 

declining rate.  

 

‘On the Move’ report commissioned by the RAC foundation published in 2012 

investigated the issue of “Peak car”. The report concluded that once the shift 

from company cars to rail has been taken into account there is evidence of 

continuing strong growth in car use for the vast majority of the age groups (i.e. 

over 30 years old), up to the economic downturn, with the exception of London.  

 

The first paragraph of this box seems, by implication, to attribute all changes in growth rates in recent 

decades to oil prices, while the second two paragraphs constitute a statement of intent to continue using the 

three 'key factors' to determine the macro-level traffic growth rates acceptable to the DfT.  

 

As a summary of the 'On the Move' report, the final paragraph is essentially a misrepresentation.  

The 'On the Move' report itself summarises the same conclusion as follows:
30

 

 

"There has been a pattern of continuing growth in non-company car use outside London for 

those aged 30 and over; for this group, representing around 70% of the British population, 

there has been no ‘peak car’ effect." 
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One of the leading experts on peak car and related issues is Prof Phil Goodwin from UCL/UWE, and he has 

helped us to produce a short memo relating to the ExA's question, and to the responses from the DfT to the 

'On the Move' report as given in the 2013 Road Transport Forecasts and in the recent Command Paper 

'Action for Roads'.
31

,
32

  

 

The memo (plus appendices) says:  

 

The DfT’s appraisal methods calculate a benefit as the difference between traffic conditions 

without the scheme, and with the scheme, over a long period into the future. This means that the 

results are very sensitive not only to errors in the forecasts of the effects of the scheme (which is 

obvious) but also to errors in the ‘base case’ or ‘do-minimum’, ie a perspective of the future 

without the scheme or indeed without any other new action by Governments of the present or 

future. 

 

Therefore if the traffic forecasts are unrealistically high, great congestion will be predicted, and 

the benefits of this congestion not happening, or being reduced, are a very large part of the 

assessed benefits of the scheme. If traffic in reality would not grow so much or so fast, the 

benefits of the scheme would be considerably less. To know how much less is a key element of 

assessing the robustness of the appraisal and of the scheme design. Therefore serious appraisal 

should consider alternative assumptions (in commercial terms often called ‘downside risk’). 

 

One of the most active and interesting professional discussions in recent years has been the 

hypothesis of ‘peak car’, suggesting – as a present reality or as a future possibility – that car 

traffic growth has been largely completed and will not again show the growth rates seen in the 

1950s-1970s. 

 

The entire text of the DfT’s consideration of ‘peak car’ is contained in a single box on p22 of 

‘Action for Roads’. There is no technical appendix with more information on this topic, except by 

inference in that the traffic forecasts themselves, by omitting any treatment of peak car, reject its 

analysis. 

 

The box is copied in full below. 

 

Peak car 

Recent years have seen a decline in traffic on many roads. Since 2007, road traffic in 

England has declined by 4%, and since 2010 overall traffic has been largely static. 

This has happened alongside a rise in the price of oil and poor economic 

performance, but some commentators have suggested that this is sign of a much 

deeper change in the nature of road travel. They argue that 

changes in the nature of travel mean that road traffic has reached a historic peak, and 

henceforth will remain static or decline. 

 

These travel trends are covered in the recent report, On the Move, by a research 

team led by  Professor Peter Jones. 

 

The work breaks down key trends between 1997 and 2010 and analyses key 

components: 

 Driving licence holding amongst young men has fallen by 13%, in line with 

international trends – partly reflecting the growing costs of insurance and 

learning to drive. 

                                                      
31

 Road Transport Forecasts 2013. Department for Transport, July 2013 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225483/road-transport-forecasts-2013-

extended-version.pdf 
32

 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/action-for-roads-a-network-for-the-21st-century 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225483/road-transport-forecasts-2013-extended-version.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225483/road-transport-forecasts-2013-extended-version.pdf


 The proportion of the vehicle fleet consisting of company cars, which tend to 

be driven more than other cars, has fallen sharply. 

 Traffic in London also fell at the same time as major reductions in road 

capacity, huge improvements in the provision and quality of public transport, 

parking constraints and the introduction of the congestion charge. 

However, these groups make up less than 30% of the population. The other 70% 

increased their car mileage right up to the 2007 recession, and among women driving 

licence holding has risen by 14%. 

 

These are significant developments, and they have resulted in a lower level of traffic 

than predicted in some earlier forecasts. However, the results do match what existing 

models would have predicted, had they known how the economy, population growth 

and the costs of motoring would behave in those years. Furthermore, some one-off 

causes – such as rises in the cost of  insurance – have already had their effect. As 

growth returns, we still expect to see a return to nationwide traffic growth. 

 

However, it is equally clear that traffic is not behaving in the same way in all parts of 

the country. The biggest urban areas, particularly London, are seeing very different 

trends from the rest of the country. One of the respects in which this diversity is most 

evident is in the difference between strategic roads and their local counterparts. As 

Table 1.2 shows, between 2000 and 2007 traffic 

has grown much faster on the strategic road network, and since then it has declined 

far less. Since 2010, while traffic has dropped on local roads, it has increased by more 

than a billion vehicle miles on strategic roads. 

 

Our latest forecasts, which we have published alongside this paper, support this 

analysis. They predict that by 2040 traffic on strategic roads will have grown by 46%, 

based upon central estimates of population growth, economic growth and the decline 

in the cost of motoring. We have also examined what could happen in a range of 

different scenarios. In situations where the 

economy grows faster than expected, where the costs of motoring fall and population 

grows more quickly, this could mean traffic could grow by as much as 72%. If 

economic forecasts were downgraded, if population growth stagnated and if motoring 

technology did not develop as fast as predicted, the increase would be smaller. 

However, the minimum forecast increase, 24%, is still a substantial rise on current 

levels. 

 

  

We consider that this treatment does not constitute a proper treatment, discussion or analysis.  

 

The main reasons are as follows. 

 

1. There is only one single reference, a report on trends by Professor Jones et al of UCL.
33

 The 

main focus of their report was not on peak car, and in any case the summary of that report in 

9 lines of text are taken from a press release issued by its main sponsor, the RAC 

Foundation, which oversimplifies the conclusions and omits some key discussion. The 

authors of the report have published a peer-reviewed journal article which summarises its 

conclusions on peak car in their own words, which are quoted in Appendix 2 below. The 

report is by respected academics, but it does not constitute the disproof of peak car as 

implied in ‘Action for Roads’ 
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2. There is no mention at all of the much wider recent literature which has been published in 

international and national discussions in recent years. The most important of these are an 

international conference on the subject convened by the International Transport Forum (the 

OECD’s transport agency) and a special issue of the peer-reviewed journal ‘Transport 

Reviews’ edited in Oxford University. A convenient summary of the discussions in both has 

been published by Dr K van Dender (International Transport Forum) and Professor P 

Goodwin (one of the guest editors of the special issue) which comes to conclusions shown in 

Appendix 1,  based on a literature of around 200 research references and analysis in about 

50 countries.  (It is notable that a prominent researcher on this topic has been Professor D 

Metz, the DfT’s own former Chief Scientist). 

3. The main observations on peak car comprise the following: 

 The slowing of historic traffic growth rates started well before the economic crisis of 

the period from 2008 onwards: the starting point varies from country to country but in 

the UK it has typically been identified as the early 1990s, and is reflected in the fact 

that every single long term forecast made by the DfT since 1989 has been an 

overestimate. 

 A widespread international phenomenon has been the reduction of driving license 

holding among the youngest age groups, especially young men, which has continued 

as this age cohort has become older.  This observation was first identified in the UK 

by the DfT’s Chief Statistician, some ten years after the turning point.  

 Also noted in analyses in many countries has been an interaction between 

geographic and economic factors such that cities and other large urban areas (not 

only London) have seen little increase and in many cases a reduction in car use, 

again starting well before the recession.  

4. The nature of the test carried out by the DfT to see whether such effects are important to its 

own forecasts and the projects which stem from them, does not include any disaggregation 

by age group and geographical area of residence, apart from the one case of London, even 

though these are at the heart of the discussion. 

5. Rather, a different analysis has been carried out which, in summary, suggests that any 

systematic overestimate of traffic forecasts has been due to errors in the main input variables 

which are not the DfT’s own responsibility, notably population forecasts and economic growth 

forecasts. Therefore the errors are not the fault of the model but of other Government 

agencies. It is reported that a retrospective  analysis has been carried out saying that if the 

correct population and economic data had been given to the DfT, its model would have 

produced correct results. However this conclusion is itself unconfirmed because: 

 The revised tests were in fact not made using the DFfT’s traffic frecasting model, but 

a very much simplified version pof it which only operates at a very aggregate level, 

and therefore cannot say whether the demographic and geographic patterns would 

have been right or wrong; 

 No detailed technical report has been published showing the details of these 

calculations from which the interested stakeholders could check the calculations 

 The DfT model is run without any form of public or professional transparency – unlike 

the Treasure economic model, it is not possible for outsiders to make alternative runs 

with their variant assumptions. 

6. Thus the DfT has completely ignored the actual content of the published work, has used 

inadequate references, has failed to test the actual results of the international research 

literature, and simply asserted, without proof, that this is not a possibility which is sufficiently 

interesting even to test whether – if it were true – it would make a material difference to the 

evaluation results.  

  

Appendix 1: Summary by Goodwin and Van Dender of the Papers presented to OECD/ 

International Transport Forum in Paris 

 



“Each paper has drawn its own conclusions, which have some common themes and some 

differences: it would not be necessary to attempt to over-ride these independent assessments. 

But we can say that there is a very strong commonality in three themes in particular. These are: 

 

a) There is now little doubt that the changing propensity of young people to drive is a very 

widespread phenomenon of great potential importance. There is not yet a common 

view on the reasons for this, but there continues to be great attention to lifestyle and 

attitudinal factors, as important factors in their own right or as modifiers of economic 

influences such as the cost of driving and youth employment opportunities. The most 

important unresolved question of all is whether changes to travel habits formed in youth 

persist as people grow older, or revert to the patterns of their elders a few years later. 

There are already signs at least of a partial persistence, and if this is sustained it would 

have increasing cumulative impacts. A salient example is whether young women will 

also show the same reversing trend that young men have done. 

b) A new emphasis in virtually all the recent studies is of an important locational effect, 

above all related to differences according to settlement size, density, or degree of 

urban development. Although the empirical studies in many cases were triggered by 

observation of average trends at the national level, understanding them has proceeded 

best by the regional or local analysis: in the course of doing so, the size of the effects is 

also measured more accurately, and is found that they can be much bigger than 

previously thought: by the nature of national averages, there will always be some 

locations which show bigger and others smaller impacts. Since the biggest changes are 

at the city level, there is an indication that specifically urban factors are at work. The 

most obvious explanatory factors are then the density of destinations, the availability of 

modes other than the car, and traffic-reducing policies. The implication of this is that 

having calculated a car use per head, this cannot be converted into a national or local 

total simply by multiplying by population: one has to consider where that population is 

located. 

c) Although the classic ‘economic’ factors are still seen to be important, without doubt, the 

nature of their importance seems to have changed, with a reduction over time of the 

size of some elasticities with respect to price and income, and more important through 

the medium of differential responses by population category and location, as above. 

The driving factors for car use interact in a complex way. 
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Appendix 2: Comments by Le Vine Jones and Polak  (2013) 

 

“The findings reported here relate to the broader ‘Peak Car’ literature in several ways.  For 

middle-aged men, the ‘company-car effect’ is a convincing explanation for their observed drop in 

car-driving, and their corresponding growth in rail use.  It also sheds light on why driving has 

fallen most sharply amongst high-income people.  But it clearly does not explain the sharp 

downward trend in driving amongst young men, which seems likely to relate in part (but not 

exclusively) to increasingly-stringent regulatory regimes governing the driving-licence-acquisition 

process.  It is worth noting that some groups of middle-aged men (notably Professionals) saw 

decreases in both their personal-car and company-car driving, whilst for others (notably 

Employers/Managers) their company car use has fallen whilst their personal-car driving has 

grown, suggesting some substitution.  This analysis also suggests that part of the sustained 

decrease in traffic in London (in contrast to the rest of Britain) could be due to the company-car 

effect, but further evidence will be required to establish the precise relationship between this 

effect and the changing spatial distribution of car use”. 
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