Sirs,

I've just been reading about your campaign, and must admit you do

seem to have answered my first question already. That was going to be how

would free public transport throughout GM be financed? If the cost is

"only" £300 million, then it does seem to be a more realistic proposition

than I at first thought. Nevertheless, even with the profits of the

Transport Operators taken out of the equation, surely this will leave a

Council Tax bill of over £100 per household  - in the first year, at

least. Although many of the objections to the TIF bid were because

motorists could see their money going specifically to private Transport

companies, I suspect you underestimate the level of hostility towards

non-motorists in Gtr. Manchester, and I don't think many car owning

householders will be happy at paying £100+ so that others can travel for

free.

This links into the second question; that of legislation. We have

now had over 20 years of buses run under the 1985 Transport Act, with

futile amendments in 2000 - and no one really knows yet what is in the

2008 Local Transport Act. Indeed, whether by accident or design, the

timing of the latter Bill receiving Royal Assent, did not help the

supporters of the TIF bid. I suspect this was by design, as there seems

to be a Media blackout on this legislation, even though it was passed as

long ago as 26th November. 

Anyway, the point is that in nearly a quarter of a century,

Government's of both persuasions (Right-wing, and since 1997, Extreme

Right-wing) have failed to even modify the most destructive aspect of

De-regulation, and that is that every bus *journey* is a cost centre, and

must make an operational profit. So, any chance that Parliament will do a

complete U-turn and not only remove the need to make a profit, but

legislate for an automatic 100% subsidy of public transport anywhere in

provincial Britain, is pure fantasy.

Whilst the politicians and tax-payers of Hasselt should be

congratulated on their foresight, I don't think it is a realistic

comparison to make. A quick look on Wikipedia, tells me that the

population of Hasselt is 71,000 - the same as Denton and neighbouring

Hyde combined. Gtr. Manchester is home to about 35 times as many people,

with probably 350 times as many travel patterns. Also, the culture in

Europe is somewhat different to Britain. As some of the comments on the

TIF/C-charge have shown - and the concept itself has hardened attitudes -

there is a cultural rift between Motorists and non-motorists in this

country, and this is especially evident in Gtr. Manchester. You only need

to look at media coverage of Transport issues, whether its coverage of

traffic delays ("Motorists" misery) or petrol prices (Good news for "poor,

beleaguered" motorists), to see that Impartiality in reporting has

disappeared, and non-motorists are fast becoming the 21st century

replacements for Black people, homosexuals and Lepers in previous "less

civilised" centuries. The same media then has the hypocrisy to express

concern for Climate Change. 

I am also concerned at the thought of local authorities taking

back control of the bus industry after a quarter of the century. How

would this be achieved; at what level; and what would their motives be?

The record of (most of) the 10 boroughs in Gtr. Manchester is appalling.

Far from mitigating the effects of bus de-regulation, they have exploited

it to restrict the freedoms of non-motorists. 

The biggest individual strategic example of this, was the 1995

"City Centre Bus Strategy", which despicably exploited a tragic accident

to force non motorists who had to cross town to get to work or other

facilities, to either walk between Piccadilly and Cross Street (oh look,

buses are banned from there now, as well) or now, Shudehill; or to pay £5

a week extra to wait for an unreliable, overcrowded toy train.

The most glaring on-going example of how local politicians have

betrayed non-motorists - and also, the main practical argument against

free public transport for all - is the 100% tolerance of crime and

anti-social behaviour on and around buses (although, from anecdotal

evidence, crime is actually worse on Metrolink than it is on buses!).

Apart from major crimes, like missile attacks on buses, and fare evasion,

which would automatically be solved with free transport; there are three

specific crimes that happen many thousands of times a day on and around

buses, with total impunity.

1. Pavement cycling. Although it has been illegal since the 1830s, this

seems to be the fastest growing crime in Britain today, reaching epidemic

proportions in many locations, including the whole route between

Piccadilly Bus and Rail Stations. We even have yobs cycling *inside* bus

shelters in bus stations, elsewhere in the county. This obviously affects

all pedestrians, but bus users/non motorists spend far more of their time

as pedestrians, than motorists. 

2. Bus stop blocking. In Gtr. Manchester, parking on a bus stop is not a

motoring offence - it is a hobby(!), with bus stops deliberately chosen

in favour of free and legal alternatives a few metres away. Again, it is

at epidemic proportions, but from decades of observation, I can assure

you that *no* non-pcv driver is ever penalised for it - certainly not in

Manchester or Tameside.

3. Smoking and general Anti-social behaviour on buses. Although, I am

pleasantly surprised at the deterrent effects of the 2006 Health Act - I

current experience passive smoking on probably, less than 5% of journeys

nowadays, compared to 25-50% on the single-deckers where I used to live

until 12 months before the Act was implemented - I have detected a slight

increase again, in recent weeks, and I expect this to continue as the

message gets through that the law is not enforced. However, Smoking is

just the most harmful of the many regular forms of anti-social behaviour,

comprising swearing, playing "personal" stereos and mobile ringtones very

loudly, putting feet and chewing gum on seats or generally preventing

other passengers from sitting down. Apart from late night journeys, the

relevance of this, is that nearly all these offences (including smoking)

are committed by children or teenagers, either on their way to/from

school, or just riding around (truanting in many cases) on cheap fares.

As well as school times, Weekend afternoons and early evenings are the

worst, and the problem is far worse in the suburbs than close to the city

centre. 

Separate to your general campaign for free transport for all, the

Local Authorities already want free or cheap flat fares for exactly the

people who are destroying buses in the county. Notably, only a few months

before this policy was announced, the Chair of the PTA Policy Committee

categorically denied that free bus fares for under 16s was being

considered.

Although, free public transport is highly laudable in itself, it

is impractical. To address the triple problems of congestion, pollution

and social exclusion, needs a complete and utter overhaul of Transport

Policy, financing and attitude in this country, with many, many,

fundamental changes. Concentrating on one aspect, no matter how

comprehensive the proposal itself is - is not enough. Far better to

campaign for numerous integrated policies, all to implemented at the same

time. This would include; 

1. A transfer of motoring costs from ownership to user ship. eg. scrap

the Road Fund licence - except possibly for expensive gas guzzlers - and

increase fuel tax, such that a motorist who does average mileage , pays

slightly more than what they do now. 

Subordinate to this, is the question of why petrol prices are dropping

faster than diesel prices, if diesel is the more economical fuel, and

businesses use diesel. Maybe the fuel duty regime for goods vehicles

needs looking at separately; similarly for rural drivers who have no

public transport choice, and are causing less congestion. Needless to say,

bus and coach operators should not pay tax at all on journeys available

to passengers.

2. A level of re-regulation to control fares and services levels - and

also to reduce the prejudice of motorists against non-motorists. This

would include a means of drastically reducing bus fares for Adults, with

rises pegged to RPI (just like on trains!) Where residential estates with

thousands of non-motorists live are concerned, the actually location of

services such as Job centres, banks, supermarkets etc should be taken

into account, rather than the actual distance. There should then be a

flat fare of, say £1, to these locations, rather than the £1.80 or so, at

present.

3. More emphasis on bus, rather than rail - especially for journeys of

less than 10 miles. This would include more comprehensive and better

designed bus lanes ie. where there are still 2 or more lanes available

for general traffic; where there are few, if any, front access business

or residences on the stretch, and where there is actually a serious

congestion problem; and more research into greener engines and exhaust

systems for buses. Although major improvements have been made in recent

years, trolley buses and battery/hybrid operation could still be an

alternative to diesel in some cases. The one fundamental argument against

rail forms that NOBODY will listen to, is the distance from home to

station. For 80% of the population (Govts own figures), this means some

form of private transport is needed or highly desirable to reach Rail.

There are other inherent disadvantages with Rail, of course; horrendous

capital cost; high level of subsidy; prohibitive peak fares and long

construction/refurbishment time. I would also add, that in my experience,

local rail has an appalling reliability record compared with buses - but

I accept that I lived in another part of the county, I might feel

differently.

4. A complete overhaul of law enforcement concerning transport. The

scrapping of the so-called British Transport Police, and a total review

of Parking Wardens and other "quasi-police" with limited powers. A new

body should replace them all. This new body should concentrate on

penalising those causing the most danger/inconvenience, and not just

overstaying a legitimate parking place by a few minutes. A much increased

budget would be justified by the (initially) massive increase in

prosecutions, combined more realistic penalties. For instance, smoking on

the top deck of a bus should attract a £250 fine, whilst smoking on a

single-decker or bottom deck of a double decker, should attract the

maximum £2000 fine. Those who park on bus stops should be fined up to

£100 (depending on alternatives available), not £30. However, where a bus

stop is in a lay-by, there may be space to accommodate legal car parking

at the extreme ends of the lay-by.

5. The new Integrated Transport Authorities need to have these powers, as

well as Highways powers. Local Authorities have spectacularly failed to

both enforce the law, and to co-ordinate and communicate roadworks and

similar closures. Indeed, Council employees and their contractors are

amongst the worst bus stop blockers in the county. With these powers come

responsibilities, and this means more (non Motorway) roadworks must be

done in the Summer, and failure to communicate roadworks in advance must

be punished. The Chair of the ITA should be elected, and membership of

the ITA should be representative of the population in geographically, and

in Transport terms. In other words, at least a third of members should be

non-motorists, and in a disparate borough like Tameside, its no good all

members living in/near Raily(sorry, Staly)bridge. Indeed, its notable

that your list of proposed local contacts/activists envisages one for

Stalybridge (pop. c12,000 with higher than average car ownership), but

not Denton (pop. 36,000 with lower than average car ownership)!

6. Although not something that can be written down as policy, as I note

amongst the supporters of this campaign, are the Respect Party, I think

it is appropriate to state that its about time the 10 million plus

non-motorists in this country, were afforded a bit more respect.

These are just general "points for discussion" in the wake of the

TIF disaster. 

        Yours,

        Phil Longdon, Denton.

