The Dacorum Borough Council consideration of a Multi-Storey Car Park (MSCP) for Lower Kings Road in Berkhamsted



The overall strategy for the town and the opportunity cost. 

There are very few large central sites within Berkhamsted where there are development options.  The existing ground level car park owned by Dacorum Borough Council (DBC) is one of those sites.

Transition Town Berkhamsted (TTB) don't think a strategic decision with long-term (20 year plus) impacts on the town should be taken without formally considering all the credible options for this site. This consideration of options may be carried out and documented as a local plan for the central area of the town, or as a focussed  consultation for this specific site. 

Congestion

There is little doubt that the proposed car park will result in increased congestion in the town centre, particularly along Lower Kings Road (assuming entrance and/or egress are sited there).  It is highly likely that where  parking capacity is increased, so the amount of traffic will increase.  
Queuing along Lower Kings road is already a problem at peak times with queues often stretching as far back as the canal bridge or beyond.  When there are vehicles waiting to turn right into the existing Waitrose/DBC car parks or to enter the queuing traffic in the direction of the traffic lights this problem is exacerbated.
The junction of Lower Kings Road and the Waitrose/DBC car parks is already extremely hazardous for pedestrians as traffic approaches from six directions and the junction is a wide bell mouth curve.  This junction needs to be improved for pedestrians and cyclists.
By virtue of the nature of the road layout in the town centre, increased traffic will inevitably bring increased congestion beyond the immediate environs of the proposed car park.  One of the biggest concerns of residents is town centre congestion and this proposal will only exacerbate, not alleviate the problem.
We feel that the  Council should be focusing efforts on implementing demand reduction measures to reduce traffic and car related travel in the town centre, not increasing parking capacity which will  encourage additional car usage.
Pollution

Provision of additional parking capacity on Lower Kings Road is likely to increase vehicle emissions in the medium term, as more vehicles come to park and cause an increase in congestion and idling traffic. 

Levels of NO2 (nitrogen dioxide) on the High Street in Berkhamsted, and in Lower Kings Road are respectively on the threshold, and in excess of what is permissible according to the EU Air Quality directive.

The DBC 2012 Air Quality Updating and Screening Assessment which was produced in April 2012 noted that:
“The annual NO2 levels in the High Street in Berkhamsted were measured at just outside the safe level at 39.2 micrograms/m3 in 2011. However, the annual level was higher in 2007 and 2010 (in 2010 the level was 43 micrograms/m3).”
More recent data indicates that although the average concentrations in the level of NO2 were below the AQO (air quality objective) for 2012 at 37.2µg/m3, there were instances during the year when it reached much higher levels e.g. 62.1 in August.
Since these figures were produced, DBC has been monitoring additional sites within Berkhamsted including at Lower Kings Road.  The Lower Kings Road figures are still to be confirmed, but presently appear to be higher, month on month, than the figures for the High Street.  
In the April 2012 air quality report it is indicated that road traffic is the main source of NO2 in the area, so it can be concluded that the congestion alluded to above is the cause of the particularly high levels of NO2 that have been measured on Lower Kings Road by DBC.
Who suffers as a result of these high levels of nitrogen dioxide?  According to the US Environmental Protection Agency[footnoteRef:1] it is not only pedestrians and cyclists spending time near these roads that suffer, or residents who live nearby – motorists themselves are exposed to high levels inside their cars: [1:  Web reference: http://www.epa.gov/air/nitrogenoxides/health.html
] 

“NO2 concentrations in vehicles and near roadways are appreciably higher than those measured at monitors in the current network. In fact, in-vehicle concentrations can be 2-3 times higher than measured at nearby area-wide monitors.”
It is also perhaps worth noting that the Council does not measure other pollutants like PM10 and PM2.5 as well as benzene levels (pollutants that have been implicated as carcinogens). 
It is clear from the Council’s own data that without sustained efforts to reduce traffic coming through the town these levels will be exceeded routinely in the coming years. There are no other major sources of these pollutants in the town.
We suggest that DBC, in collaboration with Herts County Council and Berkhamsted Town Council, should be thinking about reduction of emissions in order to stop levels crossing the upper limit at various places round the town over the coming years.  At a national level, the Highways Agency has recently cancelled at least two major highways schemes because the areas they cross are already on or over the limits for NO2 concentrations in the atmosphere.  (An article from the civil engineering magazine, NCE, is included at the end of this paper).

Transport Policy
In our view, the project to build a MSCP conflicts with national and regional policies designed to  encourage modal shift in transport.  The primary focus of HCC transport policy is to prioritise measures to reduce the number of journeys made by private car and yet, in Berkhamsted, we are proposing to invest substantial funds in a project which will increase private car journeys, traffic congestion and pollution in the town centre. 
In addition, many financial and human resources have been spent over the last few years in the development of a fully integrated transport strategy for the town (the UTP).  Significantly, after widespread consultation and evidence based research there is no proposal in that plan for any increased parking provision in the town centre.  Instead, the UTP focuses on better signposting to existing car parks, changes to existing road networks to improve safety, and more importantly, on a whole raft of measures which are designed to reduce the number of car journeys into the town centre.

Alternative Approaches
In the consideration of the proposal for a MSCP it does not appear that alternative options have been looked at or assessed: for example, traffic reduction, remarking of existing car parks, use of other sites, better use of private land, travel plans for businesses and schools which might include car-sharing, rental of private drive space, cycling to work, shared business transport, car-clubs, home-working and video-conferencing.  
 The idea of  a round-the-town bus service has been mooted a number of times in recent years; such a service would be aimed principally at commuters to the station and at shoppers.  We propose that the provision of such a service should be looked at again.   A good bus-service would provide benefits that increased parking could not, such as the provision of an independent transport option to those who don't have access to a car (such as young, old, epileptic, disabled, and so on). 

Further, such a bus service could be implemented immediately, subject only to identification of short-term funding to get it started.  Developments in the town currently being discussed could contribute S106 money to this scheme in order to mitigate their negative impacts on local air quality, parking and congestion.

There is also potential in the town to significantly increase levels of cycling and walking, and several of the schemes identified in the current UTP will have a positive impact on both these modes as an option for many.  The planning and infrastructure within the town has been dominated by motor-vehicle-centric thinking, so it will take a little time to reverse this, but it is an area which is ripe for picking. 

To summarise this point; there is a concern amongst some residents that the alternative approaches to this multi-faceted issue have not been tried.  The alternative approaches typically impact positively on all of the issues discussed here (congestion, pollution and parking), whereas the MSCP proposal is intended only to deal with one.

Will the MSCP solve the parking problem?

[bookmark: _GoBack]The parking issues that the MSCP is intended to mitigate have not yet been publically defined.  TTB are concerned that the proposal for a MSCP is a misplaced effort intended to deal with multiple issues which we think it is unlikely to solve.

These issues include, among others: 

· lack of short-term spaces on the High Street
· cost of parking for longer stays
· availability of space for on-street parking by residents
· inward and outward commuters parking in residential streets
· parked cars obstructing pavements
· Berkhamsted School sixth formers parking on residential streets
There is no robust data-set which identifies and documents these specific problems, which are likely to be both complex in causation and apply at different times and durations throughout the week and year.  

Anecdotally, there seem to be particular times of the day or week when it is perceived that parking is a problem;   for example, short periods of time at the weekend when the Lower Kings Road or Tesco car parks are full.  Also there is a short-term overlap between the incoming workers still being parked on the streets, as the returning residents arrive home in the early evening.

Equally,  there are many times during the week when there is ample parking capacity in the existing car parks, including the 4hr+ bays which employees of businesses in town might be expected to use.  This suggests that the problem is not so much one of sufficient capacity, but more that users are not prepared to pay for their parking.  In this instance, the existence of additional capacity for long term (all day) parking in a MSCP is unlikely to persuade business users to swap their free on-street parking for a car park with charges.  

The underutilisation of the station multi storey car park would seem to bear out this analysis; there are many empty spaces every day whilst on street parking around the station has not reduced at all since the car park was built.

Much of the impetus  for the construction of a MSCP seems to have come from anecdotal evidence provided by the local business community and as a response to the failed R/CPZ[footnoteRef:2]s and there appears to have been little specific research or analysis which establishes a general lack of parking provision and certainly no analysis of the travel patterns and choices of the wider community which would provide further insight to the causes of congestion and the perceived pressure on parking.  Such an analysis would likely support implementation of cheaper and less intrusive options (as outlined in the UTP for example) which may help to reduce demand for parking and would take account of the needs of all sectors of the community, not just businesses.   [2:  R/CPZ = Residents Parking Zones or Controlled Parking Zones] 


These last points also call into question how such an investment might pay for itself in any reasonable investment timescale.  There is a concern that charges might initially be set low to gain acceptance of businesses and residents, and subsequently charges would need to be  raised in order to gain the required payback.  

Summary

In summary, we suggest that the following points are relevant to consideration of the MSCP:

· The site is significant in the development of the town centre in the coming years and a strategic, holistic consultation should be carried out before any decisions are taken  
· The opportunity cost of any development proposal should be considered.
· The town has an air quality problem, identified through long-term measurements.  NO2 already exceeds EU limits, and this will be made worse if more vehicles are attracted to the town centre.
· The proposal to build a MSCP conflicts with the national and regional policy of encouraging modal shift in transport.
· Softer measures to mitigate the transport issues have not been tried, and these measures would be much cheaper than building a new car park.
· The width and breadth of parking and transport issues within the town have not yet been researched and documented sufficiently.
· The case for the MSCP has not yet been made, in terms of how it might address the parking and congestion problems within the town; 
· Demand for extra parking capacity is not sufficiently strong to warrant expenditure on this scale (circa £3M+) to pay for the construction and financial return of an MSCP.  
· TTB believe that the construction of an MSCP is unlikely to be the correct solution to the 'problem'. 



Extract from NCE Article, dated 19 November, 2013, By Alexandra Wynne 

Highways Agency shelves M60 hard shoulder running scheme

Doubts about the future of major new road improvements surfaced this week after the Highways Agency shelved plans to introduce hard shoulder running on the M60.  The Agency has scaled back plans for hard shoulder running between junctions 8 and 15 of the M60.  Fears that extra traffic generated would cause health problems for nearby residents led to the decision.

The move came to light with the publication last week of the Agency’s consultation document for the M60 junction 8 to M62 junction 20 improvement in Greater Manchester.  It revealed that instead of hard shoulder running for junctions 15 to 12 and junctions 8 to 12 on the M60, it was now only proposing to introduce variable speed limits without additional lane capacity.  

The original plans involved introducing hard shoulder running between junctions 10a and 13 at peak times; between junctions 12 and 15 anticlockwise at all times; and on the M62 between junctions 18 and 20 at peak times.  “We looked extensively at the option to provide all lane [hard shoulder] running on the M60 section between junctions 8 and 18,” says the document.  “However, our environmental assessment concluded that creating this improvement would result in an increase in traffic using the motorway which would then have a detrimental affect [sic] on air quality.”

In a statement, the Agency said: “… Like some other European countries, we need to support economic growth by improving our strategic road network while still meeting our legal obligations that ensure we achieve good air quality for everyone.  “This means we have to build flexibility into project timetables, and into the specification they are built to and operated at. For the M62/M60 we will be upgrading the motorway to a smart motorway – to tackle congestion and improve journey times for road users. However, we will not convert the hard shoulder to a traffic lane on the M60 section until we have reviewed the options for delivering increased capacity there.”

A spokesman stressed that it had not ruled out revisiting hard shoulder running in the future and said that each scheme was assessed on its own merits.  Campaigners welcomed the Agency’s decision and said that it could, and should, set a precedent for other road schemes that are faced with a similar set of environmental limits.  Law firm Client Earth environmental lawyer Alan Andrews said the Agency deserved “credit for getting this one right”.  “Air pollution in Manchester is already way above legal limits, and it’s the same story in towns and cities throughout the UK,” Andrews continued. “That’s why we’ve been fighting a three year legal battle with the government, which finally resulted in the Supreme Court ruling that the UK was breaking the law earlier this year. It seems that ruling is starting to have a real effect on the ground.”

Campaign for Better Transport (CBT) Roads to Nowhere campaign coordinator Sian Berry said: “With this decision the Highways Agency has explicitly acknowledged that laws designed to protect peoples’ health and the environment prevent them from opening the hard shoulder to extra traffic… This should be a precedent-setting decision by the Highways Agency.”CBT said that other contentious road schemes where potential health impacts have already been identified include new lanes being added to the A14 Cambridgeshire; improvements to the A556 Knutsford bypass; and the new River Thames Silvertown Tunnel in London where there is some of the worst air quality in the UK.  

The Agency told NCE that the A556 environmental assessment was ongoing but that the assesment for the A14 had not stated.  Transport for London said: “With London’s population set to grow to 10M by the early 2030s new river crossings in east London are crucial to manage demand.  “We will undertake and publish detailed traffic and environmental impact information during the statutory consultation on the Silvertown Tunnel in 2014.”

