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1 Introduction 
1. The major road network is defined by the Department for Transport as “the network of 
motorways, trunk roads and principal roads that serve the country’s strategic transport 
needs.”1 We have accepted this definition for the purpose of our inquiry. Motorways and 
trunk roads (nationally significant A-roads)2 managed by the Highways Agency make up 
approximately 20% of the major road network. The remaining 80% of the major road 
network consists of principal roads—other A-roads managed by local authorities.3  

2. Roads policy and maintenance is a devolved matter apart from issues such as signage 
and driver training standards. The Scottish Executive, the Welsh Assembly Government 
and the Northern Ireland Executive are therefore responsible for roads in Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland.4 As a consequence, this report is concerned only with the major 
road network in England.  

3. In total, there are 187,000 miles of roads in England, of which nearly 22,000 miles are 
major roads.5 Just 4,500 miles of these are motorways or trunk roads, managed by the 
Highways Agency.6 Local authorities are responsible for the remaining 165,000 miles of 
public roads, many of which are vital in connecting small communities and isolated towns 
with the major network.7 The Annex sets out the Department for Transport’s classification 
of different types of roads in greater detail, and Table 1 below provides an overview of the 
lengths of different types of major roads. 
Table 1: Major road lengths by type 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Department for Transport, Road Statistics Great Britain 2008  
1 Annex 

2 Motorways and trunk roads are also referred to as the Strategic Road Network.  

3 See Ev 98 

4 Ev 98 

5 The figure of 31,261 miles, quoted in the terms of reference refers to Great Britain rather than England. 

6 Transport Statistics Great Britain 2009: Road lengths—data tables, http://www.dft.gov.uk   

7  Almost all motorways are trunk motorways under Highways Agency control except for short lengths of principal 
motorway (25 miles in total) under local authority control. See Table 1. 

Miles % of total Miles % of total
Highways Agency
Motorway 1,845 8.4% 2,186 7.0%
Dual carriageway 1,626 7.4% 2,156 6.9%

Of which: Urban 122 0.6% 165 0.5%
Rural 1,504 6.9% 1,991 6.4%

Single carriageway 1,033 4.7% 3,209 10.3%
Of which: Urban 55 0.2% 97 0.3%

Rural 979 4.5% 3,112 10.0%
Total Highways Agency 4,505 20.6% 7,551 24.2%
Local authority managed
Motorway 25 0.1% 25 0.1%
Principal roads - dual carriageway 2,477 11.3% 2,775 8.9%

Of which: Urban 1,464 6.7% 1,644 5.3%
Rural 1,013 4.6% 1,131 3.6%

Principal roads - single carriageway 14,905 68.0% 20,873 66.8%
Of which: Urban 4,374 20.0% 4,996 16.0%

Rural 10,531 48.1% 15,877 50.8%
Total local authority managed 17,408 79.4% 23,674 75.8%
Total major roads 21,913 100.0% 31,225 100.0%

. 

England Great Britain
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4. Major roads under local authority control are the 17,408 miles of principal roads, some 
of which are former trunk roads which have been ‘de-trunked’, that is transferred from the 
Highways Agency to local authority control. Trunk roads came into being with the 1936 
Trunk Roads Act,8 but with the 1998 White Paper, A new deal for transport: better for 
everyone, the policy of managing all strategically important roads centrally by the 
Highways Agency was reversed.9 The White Paper announced that, of the then 9,356 miles 
of trunk roads, around 70% had been identified as nationally important routes.10 The 
remaining 30% were considered to be of greater local and regional significance, and control 
of these was therefore transferred to local authorities. It was intended that de-trunking 
would allow local transport authorities to better integrate these roads with transport 
policies for their areas as part of local transport plans.  

5. It is now more than a decade since the publication of the White Paper. We launched this 
inquiry in order to assess what had been achieved since 1998, and what still needs to be 
done to ensure that England’s major road network is as effective as possible in supporting 
the UK economy and meeting the travel needs of individuals, while supporting sustainable 
development.  

6. We would like to thank those organisations and individuals who gave evidence to our 
inquiry. We are also grateful to our Specialist Advisers, Dr David Quarmby and Professor 
Jon Shaw.11 

 

2 Current road policy 
7. The major road network is the most important part of the UK’s transport infrastructure. 
The evidence we received concurred in the view that a well functioning, effective major 
road network is vital for the UK economy and for meeting the travel needs of individual 
road users.  

8. Since the 1998 White Paper, a number of policy and strategy documents on the major 
road network have emerged.12 In 2003, the Department for Transport published Managing 
our roads which set out to identify the challenges likely to affect the road network over the 
next 20–30 years. This document made clear that capacity improvements to the existing 
road network, rather than the construction of new roads, would take priority: 

…we cannot continue to try to build our way out of all the problems we face. Instead, 
we should seek to make far better use of the capacity available. We must also take 

 
8 In 1936, 30 roads were identified as trunk roads and responsibility for them passed to the then Ministry of 

Transport. Over time, more roads were added to the trunk road network, either through legislation or as a result of 
construction. In 1994, the Highways Agency was created, and responsibility for trunk roads was transferred to it. 

9 Department for Transport, A New deal for Transport: Better for everyone, Cm 3950,1998, p 59 

10 The White Paper quotes distances in kilometres, thus referring to 15,057 kilometres of trunk roads. 

11 Dr David Quarmby resigned as Specialist Advisor to the Committee on 24 June following his appointment as 
Chairman of the RAC Foundation. Professor Jon Shaw was appointed as Specialist Advisor on 24 June. A declaration 
of interests made by Dr Quarmby can be found in the formal minutes of the Committee meeting on 20 May, and 
Professor Shaw’s declaration can be found in the minutes for 24 June 2009.  

12 Department for Transport, A New deal for Transport: Better for everyone, Cm 3950,1998 
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advantage of technology as it becomes available. Both infrastructure improvements 
and technological change take time. We are looking over a long period, but we need 
to prepare now to ensure that we secure the future benefits we need.13 

9. The Eddington Transport Study, published in December 2006, examined the potential 
for strategic transport decisions to affect the productivity, stability and growth of the UK 
economy over the next 30 years. The study recognised the “very significant environmental 
and social challenges facing the [transport] sector” and referred to the work of the Stern 
Review on the challenge of reducing greenhouse gas emissions from transport.14 Eddington 
also proposed a set of principles which should govern transport investment decisions, 
arguing that a cross-modal approach to optimising value for money should always be used. 
The report argued that the investment decision-making process should be “modally 
agnostic” rather than declaring a particular mode of transport as intrinsically “more 
desirable” than other modes. Eddington concluded that relatively small investments, often 
favouring roads, tended to yield greater benefits, relative to costs, as compared to ‘grand 
projets’ such as high speed rail.15 Eddington was also sceptical of the idea that transport 
projects, including road building, could stimulate the economy, instead suggesting that 
projects focusing on areas where demand outstripped supply would have the greatest 
economic benefit. 

10. Roads—Delivering Choice and Reliability was published in July 2008. This Command 
Paper focused on the need to reduce congestion on motorways and in cities. It committed 
the Government to the use of new technology and a trial of Active Traffic Management on 
the motorway network.16 For congested cities, the aim was to “support innovation, both in 
sustainable travel and in using demand management alongside significant developments in 
complementary transport”.17 This document was followed in November 2008 by Delivering 
a Sustainable Transport System, which set out key aims for the transport network as a 
whole.18 These aims supplemented the Eddington objectives of supporting economic 
growth and regional development with objectives for enhancing health, social equality, 
quality of life and for reducing the climate change impact of transport.  

11. The latest policy document relating to the major road network was published in 
January 2009. Britain’s Transport Infrastructure: Motorways and Major Trunk Roads 
announced that Active Traffic Management would be applied to parts of the M6, and its 
use would be expanded to include new sections of the M42. In addition, the document set 

 
13 Department for Transport Managing our Roads, July 2003 

14 HM Treasury and Department for Transport, The Eddington Transport Study: Volume 2: Defining the challenge: 
identifying strategic economic priorities for the UK transport system, December 2006, para 2.4.1 

15 HM Treasury and Department fro Transport, The Eddington Transport Study: The case for action: Sir Rod 
Eddington’s advice to Government, December 2006 

16 Active Traffic Management comprises a series of measures which are aimed at reducing congestion on major roads, 
primarily motorways. The two main components of ATM are hard shoulder running and variable speed limits. With 
the former, drivers use the hard shoulder during times of peak congestion with electronic signs above each lane to 
help inform and direct the traffic. Variable speed limits help to smooth the flow of traffic and prevent a stop-go 
pattern. Active Traffic Management was trialled on the M42 in the West Midlands from September 2006. The then 
Secretary of State, Rt Hon Ruth Kelly MP, reported on 25 October 2007 that the M42 trial had been successful, and 
that the scheme was to be extended. See HC Deb, 25 October 2007, col 20WS; See also: 
http://www.highways.gov.uk/knowledge   

17 Department for Transport, Roads⎯Delivering Choice and Reliability, Cm 7445, July 2008 

18 Department for transport, Delivering a Sustainable Transport System, November 2008 
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out the work that would be undertaken as part of the £6 billion road programme 
announced by the Secretary of State in July 2008. This work is scheduled to include a 
combination of improvements, widening and hard-shoulder running, which is designed to 
provide over 520 additional lane miles. The final tranche of work is due to begin by 2015.19 

Figure 1: Motor vehicle traffic in Great Britain by vehicle type 1980–2008 

 
Sources: Department for Transport, Road Statistics Great Britain 2008, Transport statistics Great Britain Road 
Traffic and Congestion in Great Britain: Quarter 2 2008 

12. These policy documents have, largely, provided a consistent strategy for improving the 
major road network, focusing on the better use of existing roads along with some 
construction and road widening projects. The White Paper on High Speed Rail, published 
in March 2010 was emphatic in its conclusion that the strategic road network cannot 
compete with rail for inter-city journeys.20 However, the policy of optimisation rather than 
expansion of the network has had minimal impact on traffic growth and congestion. As 
Figure 1 above demonstrates, with the exception of a plateau between 1989 and 1993, and 
in 2009, coinciding with recessions, there has been fairly steady growth in traffic over the 
past two decades. While in recent years the growth of car traffic may have slowed, growth 
of other types of traffic has increased.   

 

3 The wider transport policy context 
13. Since the publication of the 1998 White Paper, the Government has, quite rightly, 
recognised roads policy as only one aspect of a broader transport policy. The 
Government’s strategic aim has been to pursue a more integrated approach to transport in 
an effort to achieve a more sustainable transport activity. Key objectives have been to 

 
19 Department for Transport, Britain's Transport Infrastructure: Motorways and Major Trunk Roads, January 2009 

20 Department for Transport, High Speed Rail, Cm 7827, March 2010; See for example para 3.16 
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reduce congestion and emissions. Delivering a genuinely sustainable transport system is an 
immense policy challenge which arguably has not yet been fully embraced by Government. 
However, recent announcements on the payment of bus subsidy and, more significantly, 
high speed rail, demonstrate the Department’s commitment to public transport 
investment. We welcome such investment, as highlighted in our previous reports, but at 
the same time, believe it is essential to ensure that investment in the major road network is 
not overlooked, especially in times of constrained public budgets.  

14.  Not only did we take evidence about how to increase road capacity—through 
construction or better management—but we also heard from those arguing that more 
effort should be focused on encouraging a modal shift from cars to other transport modes 
such as rail and buses in order to reduce the number of vehicles on the roads. The 
environmental dimension is crucial. Through the Climate Change Act 2008, the UK is 
committed to reducing total CO2 emissions by 80% before 2050.21 The Minister, Chris 
Mole MP, told us that more than 20% of total UK CO2 emissions currently come from 
transport⎯of which over half is from cars.22 Altogether, road transport, including vans, 
lorries and buses, accounts for 92% of transport CO2 emissions,23 and some 90% of all 
greenhouse gas emissions (see Figure 2 below). The Minister also explained that there is an 
interim target of a 14% reduction in emissions from transport by 2020.24 He suggested that 
cleaner technologies were the key to achieving this target, highlighting that “at this stage 
[cleaner technology] is where our priorities should be focused because we think that is 
where the most gain is to be made”.25 
Figure 2: Greenhouse gas emissions from UK domestic transport by source, 2008 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: DECC, UK Emissions Statistics, 2008 final UK Figures, Table 3. Updated version of Figure 2.3 in: 
Department for Transport, Low Carbon Transport: A Greener Future, July 2009  
21 Climate Change Act 2008, Part 1, sections 24-29; See also Explanatory Notes paras 6-8: “the Act gives the Secretary of 

State a duty to reduce the net UK carbon account for the year 2050 to at least 80% below the level of net UK 
emissions of targeted greenhouse gases in 1990” (Explanatory Notes, para 6). 

22 Q 357 

23 Department for Transport: Low Carbon Transport: A Greener Future: A Carbon Reduction Strategy for Transport, Cm 
7682, July 2009, para 2.15; see also Department for Transport, Towards a Sustainable Transport Strategy, Cm 7226, 
October 2007, p 29 

24 Q 357 

25 Q 362 
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15. Other witnesses were less certain that new technologies are capable of delivering quite 
such reductions in emissions. Stephen Joseph OBE of Campaign for Better Transport 
emphasised that “new technology is necessary but not sufficient. We will also need to look 
at a range of other measures, including land use planning and better public transport, and 
also ways of making better use of road for freight”.26 Ali Clabburn of Liftshare noted that 
technology had become significantly cleaner over the past 20 years, and yet emissions and 
congestion had risen steadily during this period. Changes in travel patterns meant that 
reductions in vehicle emissions through cleaner technology had so far been offset by a 
growth in passenger transport of all kinds, and there was no reason to assume this pattern 
would change in the short term. Therefore, whilst we might expect cleaner technology to 
have a positive impact in the long term, the emphasis now needed to be on changing travel 
behaviour to reduce both congestion and emissions.27   

16. We heard encouraging examples of other, low-tech, efforts to encourage more 
sustainable travel. John Elliot, of TAG (formerly the Transport Advisory Group), pointed 
to a 20% reduction in traffic at peak times in some urban areas as a result of Smarter 
Choices, a DfT initiative to encourage more sustainable travel choices. John Elliot told us 
about his own successful work within the Smarter Choices framework, producing a travel 
plan for Pfizer which had reduced car journeys among employees to and from work by 
20%.28 According to Mr Elliott, such reductions in traffic and congestion in urban areas 
had significant knock-on effects on the major road network, reducing traffic there also.29 

17. It was suggested that, despite a number of success stories, particularly in some urban 
areas, it was unrealistic to expect a significant modal shift across the country. Alan Stilwell, 
representing the Institution of Civil Engineers and Institution of Highways and 
Transportation, argued that “it is largely in the urban areas, particularly in the 
metropolitan areas where there are enormous opportunities to get the package of public 
transport solutions right so that we can encourage people to use public transport rather 
than private cars”. In many rural areas, people did not have such choices.30 Outside large 
metropolitan areas such as London there is a clear convenience factor to choosing a car 
over other modes of travel. The Association of British Drivers emphasised this point in 
their evidence, stating that: 

Buses, coaches and trains provide alternatives to the car for some passenger 
movements, but they do not give the door-to-door convenience of the car. Some 85 
per cent of passenger journeys are currently made by car, and it is unrealistic to 
believe that public transport could provide an acceptable alternative for more than a 
small proportion of those trips.31 

18. In addition to the difficulty of persuading motorists to give up the convenience of their 
car in preference to other modes of transport, capacity constraints on other modes allow 

 
26 Q 222 [Stephen Joseph OBE] 

27 Q 222 [Ali Clabburn] 

28 Q 200 

29 Q 194 

30 Q 20 

31 Ev 61 
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only limited scope for modal shift. Professor Stephen Glaister, Director of the RAC 
Foundation, noted that capacity constraints on the railways are no less severe than those on 
the road network.32 Our recent report on priorities for investment on the railways 
highlighted the critical importance of continued investment in the classic rail network as 
well as new high-speed lines.33 The Minister acknowledged capacity problems on the 
railways as a result of growing passenger numbers but suggested that, for bus services at 
least, “capacity will respond to the demand”.34 In its recent White Paper on High Speed 
Rail, the Government estimates that 8% of rail passengers on HS2 will have transferred 
from cars. It points out that, whereas high speed rail offers the potential to radically reduce 
journey times between city centres, road building cannot not deliver such improvements.35  

19. While we heard some scepticism about the possibility of transferring entire car 
journeys on the major road network to other modes of travel, our witnesses expressed 
greater optimism about the scope for improving integration between transport modes to 
facilitate multi-modal journeys. Professor Margaret Bell from the Institution of 
Engineering and Technology suggested that the integration of different modes of transport 
was key to persuading people to use more sustainable modes of travel.36 The AA concurred, 
but argued that: 

It is disappointing that so little appears to be done to integrate the car into the public 
transport system—especially when compared to the European mainland. There 
probably never will be an alternative to the private car because it has overwhelming 
flexibility but […] for some journeys other modes have significant advantages. […] 
There is little talk these days of Britain’s integrated transport system which was 
perhaps more an aspiration than national transport plan. The AA believes that much 
can still be done to exploit integration but not if transport strategies see the car as a 
problem rather than potential link in a multi modal transport chain.37 

20. Several witnesses emphasised the importance of a sound land use planning policy in 
order to achieve successful integration of transport modes. Brian Smith of Cambridgeshire 
County Council told us that another key factor in encouraging the use of public transport 
would be to optimise the planning framework to this end. Dispersed and fragmented 
development made it difficult to create a quality public transport network, and this in turn 
had a significant impact on the travel choices people made. He suggested that where 
significant development is coherently planned, it is possible to work with public transport 
providers to achieve a high level of transport integration and good public transport 
services, resulting in a 10%−20% modal shift.38 Dr Metz, former Chief Scientist at the DfT, 
also highlighted the importance of taking account of the projected population growth, 

 
32 Q 121 

33 Transport Committee, Third Report of Session 2009–10, Priorities for investment in the railways, HC 38, para 71 

34 Q 378 

35 Department for Transport, High Speed Rail, Cm 7827, March 2010, para 5.43 

36 Q 213 

37 Ev 132 

38 Q 71 
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emphasising that if this growth gravitated towards existing urban centres rather than rural 
areas, there were “good prospects of improving public transport to meet their needs”.39 

21. Both Professor Glaister of the RAC Foundation and Edmund King of the AA suggested 
that there was a limit to the efficacy of planning policy in terms of halting or reversing 
traffic growth, and indeed in the extent to which it could be used to influence lifestyle 
choices, such as whether to live in urban or rural areas. Although acknowledging that land 
use planning policy could help reduce congestion, Professor Glaister argued that the 
difference it could make was limited. He suggested that the combination of restrictive 
planning policies in cities and increasing affluence meant that it was not possible to prevent 
movement out of urban centres and areas of dense population.40 

22. Some sustainable travel initiatives, such as Smarter Choices, have delivered tangible 
and encouraging results in terms of modal shift and integration of different modes. 
Whilst we recognise that private cars are likely to remain the preferred mode of travel 
for a significant number of people due to convenience, we urge the Government to 
intensify its efforts to encourage sustainable travel as part of an integrated transport 
policy.  

23. Apart from initiatives such as Smarter Choices, a range of technological 
improvements as well as improved land-use planning and better co-ordination between 
developers, transport planners and other parties could make it easier for many people 
to be less reliant on cars. Such measures are not necessarily costly, and the benefit to 
cost ratio can be very positive. Whilst the direct impact tends to be greater in urban 
areas, the knock on effect in terms of reduced congestion and emissions on the major 
road network is significant also. No single policy instrument will encourage travellers 
out of their cars. The Department for Transport therefore needs to show greater 
leadership in bringing together all the disparate professions and bodies to work 
together to harness the significant benefits of a co-ordinated policy implementation.  

 

4 The current road network 

Coverage and capacity 

24. The majority of our witnesses suggested that, overall, the geographical coverage of the 
major road network⎯the roads connecting regions, towns and cities⎯is adequate. A few 
expressed concerns that certain areas of the country were not well served by the existing 
major road network. Mick Laverty of Advantage West Midlands suggested that the north-
south bias of much of the current road network posed unhelpful restrictions. He argued 
that east-west connections such as Hull to Liverpool could help reduce congestion on the 
major road network as a whole as well as benefitting the areas linked.41 Professor Bell, 
Science City Professor of Transport and the Environment, Newcastle University, also 

 
39 Q 35 

40 Q 128 

41 Q 170 
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suggested that the east-west road network needed improving. She told us that “There are 
areas, certainly an east-west cross route north of the M62 and in the north towards 
Scotland, where there needs to be considerable investment”.42 

25. A small minority of our witnesses argued that a much more extensive major roads 
network was required. The Association of British Drivers claimed that “the UK’s motorway 
network is one-third the EU average in relation to the size of its economy” and that it was 
in desperate need of expansion.43 This country has one of the lowest motorway densities 
in Western Europe. This puts England at an economic and competitive disadvantage. 
The remedy for this should include some new initiatives to construct and upgrade 
motorways. 

26. The 2006 Eddington Transport Study concluded that the connectivity of the current 
road network in the UK is broadly right.44 Professor Glaister of the RAC Foundation 
endorsed this conclusion, arguing that: “Plainly, things are connected to each other. The 
difficulty [Eddington] identified is that in some places there is not enough capacity. There 
is a road, but you cannot use it reliably”.45 The focus should be on optimising the capacity 
and efficiency of roads that already exist, although a strategy which focuses exclusively on 
the maximisation of capacity on existing roads, for example through the use of hard-
shoulder running, could be storing up problems for the future on some very busy sections 
of the network.46 The Secretary of State has effectively rejected the main reasoning and 
arguments in the Eddington report by agreeing to High Speed Two. We recognise that 
the major problems facing the road network relate to capacity and coverage. 

The standard of major roads 

27. There was some concern that the existing major road network is not always of a 
sufficient standard to cater adequately for the needs of road users. Edmund King of the 
AA, pointed to East Anglia, the A1 north of Newcastle and parts of the South West that 
lack dual carriageways.47 Apart from the 1,845 miles of motorway, about 60% of the roads 
managed by the Highways Agency (motorways and trunk roads) in England are dual 
carriageway.48 The Highways Agency explained that roads managed by them⎯strategic 
roads⎯were normally required to be at least dual carriageway to allow overtaking and 
ensure safe traffic flow at higher speeds.49 As illustrated in Table 1 above, 14,905 miles of 
the principal road network in England, i.e. major roads that are managed by local 
authorities rather than the Highways Agency, are single carriageway, whilst 2,477 miles are 
dual carriageway.50 While we accept that for some stretches of road, dual-carriageways 

 
42 Q 188 

43 Ev 61 

44 HM Treasury and Department for Transport, The Eddington Transport Study: Volume 2: Defining the challenge: 
identifying strategic economic priorities for the UK transport system, December 2006 

45 Q 94 

46 Qq 111 and 112 

47 Q 94 

48 1,626 miles of non-motorway trunk roads are dual carriageway, as against 1,033 miles of single carriageway; See 
Department for Transport, TSGB 2009: Road lengths—data tables, http://www.dft.gov.uk  

49 Q 16 

50 All mileage figures are converted from kilometres using the rate of 0.621371192 miles per kilometre. 
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will not be feasible, this type of road offers benefits for both road safety and journey 
times. While not every A-road needs to be dual-carriage, the Highways Agency has 
acknowledged that dual-carriageways should be the minimum standard for the 
strategic road network that it manages. Over 900 miles of trunk roads are currently 
single carriageways. Wherever possible the Highways Agency should ensure that these 
roads are upgraded to dual-carriageways.  

Management and maintenance 

28. In 2000, the Government set itself a target to eliminate the road maintenance backlog 
by 2010.51 Given the importance of the major road network to businesses and individuals 
alike, it is vital that it is maintained effectively. The Highways Agency is responsible for 
maintenance on motorways and trunk roads while responsibility for the rest of the road 
network falls to local highway authorities. Commenting on the way funds for maintenance 
of the major roads network are prioritised, the Department for Transport told us that the 
aim is to minimise: 

the whole life cost of the infrastructure to achieve a balance between the cost of 
construction and maintenance and the benefits delivered by the road. This whole life 
cost calculation will vary for different roads depending on the type of road and the 
composition of the traffic using it. Maintaining the whole network in an “as new” 
condition does not represent optimal efficiency.52 

This policy is reflected in the Highways Agency Business Plan 2009–2010 which states that 
the Agency aims “to maintain the network in a safe and serviceable condition in line with 
the principle of minimising whole life costs”.53 

29. Most witnesses were satisfied with the standard of maintenance on Highways Agency 
roads. The AA told us that “the motorways and many trunk roads are well maintained by 
the Highways Agency”.54 However, there were concerns from a number of witnesses about 
the maintenance of major roads managed by local authorities. The AA claimed that 
“maintenance sometimes seems to be regarded a secondary concern—especially at local 
authority [A-road] level”.55 The Highways Agency and local authorities set maintenance 
standards for their roads based on factors such as traffic speed, traffic flow and HGV 
volume. As a result, standards are highest for motorways, which is appropriate. 

30. It was suggested by a number of witnesses that funding constraints were leading to 
inadequate maintenance on local authority maintained roads. Alan Stilwell, of the 
Institution of Civil Engineers and Institution of Highways and Transportation, highlighted 
that problems were being stored up because maintenance tended to be reactive rather than 
proactive. He told us that this is, in part, a by-product of the funding mechanism. With 
reference specifically to principal roads, managed by local authorities, he told us that: 
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… over many years, investment levels have been too low. Although that has been 
partially addressed, there is still an estimate that the shortfall is something like 
£7.5 million per local authority in terms of investment. […] there should be a ring-
fenced additional allocation to local authorities to address that backlog to deal 
proactively with the maintenance issues which remain on the local network and 
eliminate, as far as it is possible to do so, this unbalanced emphasis on reactive 
maintenance which is creating some quite serious problems. 

Councillor Sparks of the Local Government Association agreed that there was a 
maintenance backlog. He told us that there was “an incredible backlog of repairs which 
need to be made. The estimate is £8.6 billion backlog”.56 Brian Smith of Cambridgeshire 
County Council argued that financial constraints in local authorities were to blame. Given 
the shortage of funding, very difficult decisions had to be made, and some work was left 
undone.57 The problem is compounded by the fact that some local authorities are spending 
substantially less on maintenance of roads and bridges than their indicative allocation—on 
average about 50%.58 

31.  Chris Mole MP, Parliamentary Under Secretary of State, Department for Transport, 
told us that he had not seen any evidence that the maintenance of local authority controlled 
parts of the major road network was a “particular problem”.59 However, Martin Jones, 
Head of Strategic Roads Division at the Department for Transport acknowledged that “the 
Department has been monitoring the condition of the local authority road network. Over 
past years there has been a declining level of condition of the road network but that 
appears now to have been reversed”.60 Mr Jones also told us that the Department had 
provided funding for local authorities to monitor the condition of their roads. The 
Department notes that the funding for local authority road maintenance in England 
outside London has increased by 160% between 1997/98 and 2007/08.61 The funding is 
provided to local authorities in two parts: an allocation for road and bridge maintenance 
within the Local Transport Capital Settlement and an element within the authority’s 
revenue support grant (RSG). These grants are not ring fenced and local authorities can set 
their own spending priorities.  

32.  A particular problem raised during the inquiry was the prevalence of emergency, or 
reactive, maintenance work being undertaken. Properly planned, proactive maintenance is 
not only more cost effective but also allows better management of disruptions to the road 
network. The Institution of Civil Engineers and the Institution of Highways and  
Transportation told us that: 

Reactive maintenance is extremely inefficient yet levels are rising. The ideal 
proportion of annual budgets dedicated to reactive maintenance is 16% in England, 
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14% in London and 20% in Wales. However, the average spend in 2007 were 26%, 
32% and 23% respectively. […] reactive work costs as much as 10 times more than a 
planned maintenance programme. Reactive work rarely tackles the underlying cause 
of damage, will likely need to be repeated regularly and fails to prolong the life to the 
road. Planned preventative programming provides a far better value for money and 
is much more efficient.62 

33. We are concerned about the maintenance backlog and problems on the local authority 
maintained part of the road network. We are also concerned that not all Best Value 
indicators feature in the new National Indicator set63 and this has led to some road 
condition surveys being abandoned. We urge the Department to ensure that local 
authority road condition reports and National Road Maintenance Condition Surveys 
are closely monitored to ensure that they provide a reliable picture of the condition of 
all major roads. Although we support budgetary flexibility for local authorities, the 
Government must ensure that the condition and safety of the major road network is 
not compromised. Given a real terms increase in funding, it should be possible to 
maintain the major road network adequately in most areas. Local authorities need to be 
more transparent about the funding being made available for roads maintenance, and 
the way in which it is used. The Government and local authorities need to work 
together to ensure that the proportion of emergency maintenance on the major road 
network is reduced. If funds do not suffice for the maintenance and repairs required in 
a particular area, councils need to be open and transparent about it, and they need to 
take responsibility for rectifying the problem in collaboration with the Government. 

34. Maintenance work can cause congestion. This cannot be entirely avoided, but 
comprehensive and up-to-date communication with motorists to explain what work is 
being done is essential. We discuss this issue on on page 23 below. 

De-trunking 

35. De-trunking—the transfer of trunk roads from Highways Agency to local authority 
control—was intended to allow local authorities to integrate roads important to the local 
area into their own transport plans in a way the Highways Agency could not, due to their 
narrower role of managing the national network. When deciding which roads would be de-
trunked the following criteria were used to assess which roads were of national importance. 
One or more of the criteria had to be met in order for roads to be considered nationally 
important: 

a) a road links main centres of population and economic activity;  

b) it provides access to major ports, airports and rail intermodal terminals;  

c) it joins peripheral regions to the centre;  

d) it provides key cross-border links to Scotland and Wales, and  
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e) it is classified as part of the UK Trans-European Road Network.  

36. Our witnesses were divided on the merits of de-trunking, not only in terms of road 
maintenance but also in terms of management and policy more generally. Both the 
Highways Agency and local authority representatives expressed satisfaction with the 
current split of trunk and non-trunk roads. Councillor Sparks of the Local Government 
Association went further and suggested that “there should be more de-trunking where 
appropriate”, bringing a greater share of the major road network under local government 
control.64 

37. The Minister supported the current allocation of responsibilities for roads. He noted 
that the de-trunking process had been completed in March this year, with the transfer of 
some 1,850 miles of roads along with significant resources to local authorities. He 
concluded that the balance was now right: “those roads which have been de-trunked are 
ones which essentially are of regional and local importance in terms of the traffic that is on 
them”. 

38. However, this view from local and central government was not shared by all our 
witnesses. The Institution of Civil Engineers and the Institution of Highways and 
Transportation suggested that the management and operational structures controlling the 
major road network were fragmented.65 Road user groups in particular suggested that 
some re-trunking should be considered. Edmund King of the AA believed that the 
reduction in the proportion of roads managed by the Highways Agency was problematic 
because “the strategic road network should serve all towns, villages, ports, airports in the 
country”. A network serving all towns and villages is clearly beyond what is currently 
considered to be a strategic network and we cannot agree that any sensible definition of 
‘strategic’ would include links to every town and village. Edmund King suggested that 
because there are no other demands on Highways Agency budgets, the quality of roads 
maintained by the Agency was greater.66 However, it is also self-evident that higher 
maintenance standards for such roads are simply necessary. It would be both inefficient, 
and inappropriate use of funds for all major roads in the country to be maintained to the 
same standard as motorways. 

39. Evidence from the Mersey Gateway Project, a project to build a new toll bridge over the 
Mersey between Runcorn and Widnes supported the view that local needs could 
sometimes be better served by having major roads under local authority control. They told 
us that although their local relationships with the Highways Agency were generally good 
there could be tensions. In the early stages of the project, the local need for new road 
infrastructure had come into conflict with the Highways Agency’s desire not to have traffic 
redistributed onto their network.67  

40. Evidence from Mick Laverty of Advantage West Midlands supported this point, 
explaining that the Highways Agency was a good partner, but that there was an inherent 
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conflict in its role. Whilst it aims to create and manage an effective national network, it also 
has to try: 

to ensure that what they do joins into regional plans, regional employment 
opportunities and tries to address regional issues. So I think they try, as best they can, 
with the funding they have to balance those two things very well, but they are two 
very different objectives potentially and […] when push comes to shove their 
oversight of the national network is the most important thing they do.68  

41. While de-trunking is supported by both the Highways Agency and local authorities, 
some tension between the needs of the national network and the needs of local 
communities remains. Tensions between national and local needs and priorities are 
inevitable. On the whole, the process of de-trunking has reduced the frequency and 
intensity of such tensions because ex-trunk roads have been integrated into local 
planning processes. We commend the efforts of the Highways Agency and local 
authorities to minimise conflicts of interests and ensure that they have productive 
working relationships. However, where a de-trunked road continues to meet the 
criteria for trunked roads and local conditions imply remedies outside the local 
resources available, the Department should consider the merits of re-trunking or 
providing additional resources to the local authorities responsible for managing and 
maintaining the road. 

Strategic oversight 

42. Apart from proposals that some de-trunking should be reversed, we heard suggestions 
that the role of the Highways Agency should be expanded in other ways. Professor Glaister 
of the RAC Foundation questioned whether the portfolio of the Highways Agency was 
adequate “if we all believe there is such a thing as a strategic road with a national interest”.69 
He suggested that a new body was needed with “the ability to make charges and use the 
charges to invest in the system”, based on the model of Network Rail. In his view, such a 
body would be able to take strategic decisions that were currently not being made.70 He 
suggested that a body, set up specifically to manage and invest in the road network, may 
find it easier to win acceptance for policies such as road pricing because the link between 
charges and the maintenance of the road network would be clearer to road users. 

43. Responsibility for the strategic development and oversight of the major road network is 
shared between the Highways Agency and the Department for Transport. The Minister, 
Chris Mole MP, described the distribution of labour thus:  

the [Highways] Agency would have the expertise to know what can be done and 
where it can be done, but the Department would take the responsibility for looking at 
the national infrastructure as a whole and ensuring that where there were areas that 
needed reinforcing we were ensuring that that could happen.71 
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44. While we accept the Minister’s view that the strategic development of the major road 
network should remain a responsibility shared between the Department and the Highways 
Agency, we are concerned about the common perception that the Department is failing to 
lead from the front. The Department for Transport must provide clear and timely 
leadership in terms of the strategic development of the road network. 

 

5 Investment and funding 

The financial climate 

45. Transport has enjoyed a 2.25% real-terms annual growth in funding throughout the 
current Comprehensive Spending Review period (2007–2011). However, in the current 
financial climate, it seems unlikely that this growth rate will be maintained beyond that 
period. In his December 2009 Pre-Budget Report, the Chancellor noted that significant 
spending restraint would be required in subsequent years⎯with public spending expected 
to grow by just 0.8% annually between 2011–2014 compared to a 1.5% real-terms annual 
growth between 2007–2011.72 The Pre-Budget Report brought forward certain planned 
capital investments to 2010−11, including investment to increase motorway capacity, in 
order to support economic growth and competitiveness.73 Commenting on the PBR, the 
Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) stated that: 

In the absence of new measures to reduce spending on benefits and tax credits, we 
estimate that spending on public services and administration would have to be cut in 
real terms by 3.0% a year on average in 2011–12 and 2012–13 and by 2.7% a year on 
average in 2013–14 and 2014–15.74  

46. The Government has promised to protect certain priority spending areas⎯health, 
schools and overseas aid. The IFS estimates that such protection would require average 
cuts of 12.9% in other departmental budgets in the two years 2011–13. The Minister told us 
that “we will be waiting for a Comprehensive Spending Review (CSR) in order to assess 
any impact [on spending by] departments. In the first instance we have our long-term 
spending profile and we are working within that.”75 The next CSR is widely expected in the 
second half of 2010.76  

47. The recent White Paper on High Speed Rail states unambiguously that, whilst existing 
programmes will seek to maximise capacity on the existing major road network, the 
Government sees high-speed rail as the best way to increase capacity and reduce journey 
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times on city-to-city travel.77 The announcement on high speed rail was most welcome, 
and indeed overdue, but with a total price tag of up to £30 billion, there is a risk that 
savings will be made elsewhere on the transport budget to compensate. As construction is 
not expected to start until 2017, and to be phased over some 10 years, the Government has 
implied that spending on high speed rail will not impact on other areas of transport 
investment in the short to medium term. However, it is possible that short-term spending 
reductions will be made to compensate for increased spending later.  

48. We accept that difficult funding decisions will have to be made in the coming years, 
but we urge the Government to ensure that the safety and maintenance standards of the 
major road network are not compromised. As the Eddington study demonstrated, 
transport infrastructure is critical to the generation of economic growth. It is therefore 
important that investment in, and maintenance of, basic infrastructure, such as our 
major road network, is not put on stand-by. With vast⎯and very welcome⎯funds 
likely to be invested in high speed rail over the next two decades, the Government must 
guard against the temptation to neglect the major road network to reduce costs. The 
major road network serves a wide range of needs and communities, and it is only a 
relatively small proportion of journeys on our major roads that could be transferred to 
rail, let alone high speed rail.  

Rates of return and assessment methods 

49. The Eddington Transport Study: The Case for Action states that “national government 
should take a rigorous and systematic approach to policymaking, by focusing on objectives 
and delivering high return schemes, rather than modes or technologies”.78 The report 
concludes that funding should be allocated to projects providing the best rate of return, 
and advocates that social and environmental costs be included in the calculations of costs 
and benefits. Accordingly, the case for the proposed north-south high speed rail network is 
based on a calculation that it offers better value for money than “all but the smallest 
packages of road developments”.79 Once environmental costs are added to the mix, the case 
for high speed rail becomes even more persuasive.80 

50. That is, of course, easier to state as an objective than it is to realise. There are numerous 
estimates of rates of return and we have heard conflicting evidence about this. The RAC 
Foundation and the AA both argued that spending on road building and improvement had 
the highest rate of return. Edmund King of the AA told us that “if you look at some of the 
missing links in the road network they give returns of 10 to 1, and indeed higher, and many 
of them are much higher than rail schemes or tram schemes.”81 The RAC Foundation 
provided estimated average Benefit Cost Ratios (BCRs) of different types of transport 
projects, as set out in Table 2 below. 
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Table 2: Estimated average Benefit Cost Ratios on capital investment 

Type of infrastructure for investment Benefit Cost Ratio 

Highways agency roads 4.66 

Local roads  4.23 

Heavy rail schemes  2.83 

Light rail schemes  2.14 

Local public transport schemes  1.71 

Source: RAC Foundation, Rates of Return on Public Spending on Transport, Report Number 09/103, June 2009, 
Table 2 (drawing on data from the Eddington Study)  

51. Not all of our witnesses believed that the true benefits of road schemes outweighed 
costs so favourably. John Elliot of  TAG82 did not agree that road building had the best rates 
of return, and he suggested that the Department’s modelling used to calculate rates of 
return was sometimes less robust than assumed. He suggested that modelling processes 
were highly volatile, and what came out of the models depended entirely on what one 
chose to put into them. Indeed: 

There are so many assumptions in the modelling that have created these economic 
values and I think they are pretty suspect. I am not saying we do not need something 
to assess between different schemes but at the moment I think the system is very 
suspect.83 

52. We understand the conclusion of The Eddington Transport Study, that the Government 
should focus investment on transport schemes that produce the highest rates of return, 
irrespective of mode, taking account of emissions. Securing the best possible value for 
money has never been more important than in the current economic climate. However, 
whilst rates of return are helpful in making marginal choices between similar options, they 
do not on their own provide a coherent, long-term strategy. There will be times when 
wider policy objectives will also influence investment decisions. Environmental and social 
concerns and strategic vision must also be taken into account alongside the economic 
impact of particular transport policies. It is important the Government is clear when 
decisions are being made to meet wider policy objectives. Where this is the case, it needs to 
ensure that the impact of investment is monitored to ensure that the objective is being met. 
The trade-off between economic benefits and other benefits should be transparent and in 
accordance with stated policy aims.  

53. At the national level, the main mechanism for appraising potential investment in 
transport before funding is allocated has been the New Approach to Appraisals (NATA) 
system.84 NATA is designed to allow “the costs and benefits of schemes to be appraised 
against the contributions that they make to our national transport goals”.85 The five 
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Government aims for transport: environment, safety, economy, accessibility and 
integration are all taken into account through the appraisal. However, some witnesses were 
highly critical of the system. John Elliot of TAG86 told us that NATA was: 

...a very complicated black box that I think has been taken too far away from the 
political system. It is not understandable by the average person. It is hardly 
understandable by people that have used it and you get very silly answers. The whole 
methodology of the assessment I think is suspect.87 

54. The Government must clarify the basis on which it assesses and allocates funding to 
infrastructure projects. Mechanisms for allocating funding to transport schemes 
should be transparent and give greater weight to economic benefit. 

Funding mechanisms 

The national level 

55. With the publication of Building Britain’s Future, in June 2009, the Government 
announced that a new body with strategic oversight of infrastructure development would 
be established. Infrastructure UK will have responsibility for identifying:  

the country’s long term infrastructure needs across a 5–50 year horizon, take stock of 
where current plans are taking us in the long term and analyse where more could be 
done, considering the interdependencies between different types of infrastructure.88  

In July 2009, the Chief Secretary to the Treasury, Liam Byrne MP, announced that Lord 
Davies of Abersoch would lead the development of Infrastructure UK.89 The December 
2009 Pre-Budget Report stated that Infrastructure UK would be based within HM Treasury 
and “bring together [the Infrastructure Finance Unit] TIFU, HM Treasury’s Public-Private 
Partnership (PPP) policy team and the capabilities within Partnerships UK (PUK), which 
support the delivery of major projects and programmes”. The aim is for Infrastructure UK 
to be operational in the course of 2010, and one of its earliest objectives is to help develop a 
funding model for the development of the new high speed rail line between London and 
the West Midlands.90 

56. The Department for Transport seemed uncertain about the impact of the new body, 
Infrastructure UK, on transport planning and investment.91 Martin Jones, Head of 
Strategic Roads Division, pointed out that “we are at a relatively early stage in government 
in establishing how that organisation will operate and what its remit will be”.92 We are 
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concerned that the Department for Transport appeared not to be involved in 
discussions about the remit of Infrastructure UK at the initial stages. Infrastructure UK 
could have a critical impact on strategic transport investment. It will have the 
opportunity to improve the co-ordination of infrastructure decisions across 
Government, facilitating more coherent and strategic decision-making. We look 
forward to hearing, in the course of 2010, precisely how Infrastructure UK is going to 
achieve this and how it will improve decision making on transport investment.  

The regional level 

57. The main funding mechanism for transport schemes at a regional level is through the 
Regional Funding Advice and Allocation process. Department for Transport policy is that 
budgets and investment decisions should be devolved to the level of government where the 
economic impact of the decision taken is felt most⎯be it national, regional or local 
authorities⎯“with local authorities and regions given the power to respond to local 
challenges and improve economic outcomes”.93 Each region can submit their 
priorities⎯advice⎯for regional investment in areas including transport, housing and 
regeneration. The Regional Funding Allocations for regions forms part of the 
Comprehensive Spending Review.94  

58. There was some support among witnesses for the aims of the Regional Funding 
Allocation process. Mick Laverty, of Advantage West Midlands, told us that within the 
financial means available, the funding allocation mechanism ensures at least some degree 
of co-ordination between local development in terms of housing and jobs and transport 
infrastructure.95 However, Jack Semple of the Road Haulage Association claimed that “the 
current system is not working”, something he believed would develop into a bigger issue in 
the future, as large regional schemes swallowed the majority of RFA funding, pushing 
other important schemes further back.96 

59. The Minister, Chris Mole MP, strongly supported the Regional Funding Advice 
process, saying “the RFA mechanism is the most robust way of informing ministers in the 
Department of the priorities that exist within a region, whether that is between roads, rail 
or public transport schemes.”97 No method of allocating finite funds will satisfy 
everyone. However, we are pleased that there seems to be general support for the 
Regional Funding Allocation process. We welcome the introduction of a mechanism 
which has allowed regions a bigger say in what infrastructure investments should be 
prioritised and which looks across the transport modes. 

 

 
93 Ev 94 

94 http://www.communities.gov.uk   

95 Q 159 

96 Q 159 

97 Q 322 



22     

 

 

6 Congestion and capacity  
60. Throughout our inquiry, witnesses described congestion on the major road network as 
the major problem on the roads. Councillor Sparks, of the Local Government Association, 
told us that: 

The reduction of congestion is a very, very high priority in relation to local 
authorities, not just from a transport point of view but because it is indicative of a lot 
of other problems which need to be addressed because of climate change, economic 
competitiveness, et cetera. It is a number one priority.98 

Other witnesses pointed to the inconvenience to businesses and individuals, the cost to the 
economy as well as the environmental cost arising from road congestion as reasons for 
tackling it as a high priority. The AA who, in conjunction with Populus, run monthly 
surveys for their 45,000 members panel, found that “Congestion and unreliable journeys 
are a significant concern for motorists and business.”99 The Minister broadly agreed, 
arguing that congestion: 

is one of the key challenges over the coming period and it is a view that we think is 
shared by the general public, who will refer to congestion in surveys as a concern that 
they have along with the concern about the reliability of journey times, which is 
another thing they put very highly. We know that congestion is the primary cause of 
significant delays […] at a number of pinch points in the strategic road network.100 

61. Edmund King told us that congestion often happened when two unrelated incidents on 
the road network happened at the same time: “it could be a broken down truck in one of 
the lanes and then an accident further ahead—that leads to gridlock”.101 We also heard that 
on local authority roads, work on utilities pipes could cause serious and sometimes 
unpredictable delays. 

62. Several witnesses suggested that the main problem with congestion was the uncertainty 
over journey times that it caused. Professor Glaister told us that “for the public it is not so 
much about speed, it is about reliability. So if you can use speed [controls] to increase 
reliability, that is acceptable”.102 The idea of regulating speed to reduce congestion is one 
that several witnesses mentioned. It is currently used on sections of the motorway network, 
notably some parts of the M42 where speed limits in conjunction with hard-shoulder 
running have reduced congestion. Reducing the overall speed limit reduces stop-start 
traffic flow so that while the optimal total journey time may be lower it is more predictable. 
However, Mick Laverty, Chief Executive of Advantage West Midlands cautioned against 
focusing solely on journey time reliability. In his view, 
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the number one issue [is] journey time reliability, but I believe it is a bit like Maslow’s 
Hierarchy of Needs. If you can get the reliability sorted, the next issue should be the 
absolute length of the journey and whether that was acceptable. So I think reliability 
is the number one issue, but if that was sorted people would quickly move on to, “is 
the amount of time on this journey acceptable?”103 

Maintenance work and congestion 

63. As indicated in Chapter 4 above, maintenance work often causes congestion. Whilst 
this is often unavoidable, it is important that the authorities communicate carefully and 
effectively to motorists what work is being done. It is particularly frustrating for motorists 
when they experience delays without seeing any sign of work being carried out, and have 
no idea why they were delayed. Graham Dalton, Chief Executive of the Highways Agency, 
told us that, as well as carrying out a large percentage of maintenance work at night, the 
Highways Agency also tried to manage maintenance to cause as little disruption as 
possible. He said that work is often in progress even “where the public do not see 
something happening. As a rule that is for a very good reason.”104 Maintenance work on 
bridges, for example, is rarely visible to passers-by. We fully accept that maintenance 
work on the road network is likely to cause delays and that the safety of staff carrying 
out this work must be safeguarded. However, local authorities and the Highways 
Agency must minimise disruption and road closures as much as possible and they 
should consider ways to improve the way they communicate with road users to explain 
disruptions caused by maintenance. 

Cost of congestion 

64. Many of the witnesses we heard from focused on the cost of congestion to the UK 
economy as a pressing reason why it should be prioritised. Mick Laverty from Advantage 
West Midlands, representing England’s Regional Development Agencies, ERDA, told us 
that: 

...there is congestion on the network which is quite a big drag on the economy. I have 
attempted to estimate how much that is, something approaching 1.2% of GVA in 
2005 as a result of road congestion, and I think the projections are that that 
congestion is going to get worse and that will have an increasing impact on the 
competitiveness of this country.105 

65. Jack Elliot of the British Chambers of Commerce told us that, using the results of their 
Annual Transport Survey, the BCC estimate for the cost of congestion was £23 billion per 
year. The Eddington Transport Study came to a similar conclusion with a figure of £22 
billion. 

66. However, Stephen Joseph, of the Campaign for Better Transport, suggested to us that 
these high figures for the cost of congestion originated from an estimate from the CBI in 
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the 1980’s which had calculated 1–1.5% of GDP at the time and suggested that this figure 
was the cost of congestion. Mr Joseph went on to tell us that: 

These figures are, I think, slightly artificial and if you ask in surveys how important 
people think congestion is, they say congestion is a problem for the country, not 
necessarily in sums. Where it does impact is on reliability and predictability and I 
think this does bear examination because the Department for Transport’s appraisal 
process gives priority to time savings, sometimes very small time savings aggregated 
up and then discounted over 60 years, whereas what matters to businesses, to 
National Express and to the members of the British Chambers of Commerce is 
reliability and predictability.106 

67. The Parliamentary Under Secretary of State, Chris Mole MP, suggested that there was 
no “direct answer” to the question of how much congestion cost. He did, however, refer us 
to “the £22 billion figure which splits 50/50 between the cost to business and the cost to 
individuals of lost time anticipated from congestion that would grow as a result of the 
projected forward traffic volumes”.107 When asked about the reliability of this figure he told 
us that “it is the best figure that anyone can give you at the minute”.108 

68. As our report Taxes and charges on road users states, the Department for Transport 
estimates that “the average marginal external cost of driving a car an additional kilometre is 
15.5p”.109 13.1p of this is the cost of congestion. In the DfT’s calculations, the costs of 
congestion vary from 0p/km on quiet rural roads to £1.95/km for the busiest urban roads. 
Taxes and charges on road users also highlights work done by the Campaign for Better 
Transport, using the DfT figures. They estimate that the total cost of congestion is between 
£70 billion---£95 billion per annum, with congestion being the major component.  

69. We are sympathetic to the Minister’s point that congestion is a complex issue. 
However, while some of our witnesses may have questioned the exact figure for the cost 
of congestion, it is clear that congestion does have a significant cost to the UK economy. 
Given the scale of the cost, we support effective investment in the road network to 
reduce congestion.  

70. In order to make sensible decisions about future spending to relieve congestion, the 
Government needs to understand the extent of the problem in social, environmental and 
economic terms. Much of the evidence we heard, referred to earlier, suggested that the 
most pressing problem caused by congestion was the uncertainty it introduced over 
journey times. Having to allow extra journey times to take account of possible congestion is 
not an effective use of time for individuals or businesses. The Government should 
prioritise schemes which reduce the uncertainty over journey times that congestion 
causes.  
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Forecasting traffic growth  

71. Predicted traffic growth is another widely used figure which was subject to challenge 
from some of our witnesses. The Department for Transport’s Transport Trends report 
predicts traffic growth of 29% by 2015.110 This was supported by the Institution of Civil 
Engineers and Institution of Highways and Transportation who said that “Forecasts for 
levels of road traffic in England predicted 29% and 38% increases for 2015 and 2025 
respectively from the level in 2000.”111 Professor Glaister of the RAC Foundation told us 
that the Department’s figures are: 

…soundly based, sensible and they take proper account of what is known about 
demographic features, the location of housing. […] I have separately done some 
work on much longer distances into the future forecasts, up to 2041, which are 
entirely consistent with the Department’s own shorter-term forecast up to 2025, 
following the same kind of logic […] traffic will be something like 40% higher than it 
is today unless there is some major policy change in between.112 

72. However, we also heard evidence from Dr Metz who suggested that traffic growth 
predictions were flawed because they did not take into account what had been generating 
traffic growth. He told us that, looking at car traffic rather than vans or lorries: 

… on average the amount of time we all spend travelling is about an hour a day and 
[this] has not changed in 35 years. On average we make about 1,000 journeys a year 
and, again, that has not changed over this period. What has changed is the distance 
that we travel. In the early 1970s on average we travelled 4,500 miles a year and now 
we travel 7,100 miles a year.113  

While traffic growth has historically been linked to population growth and people 
travelling greater distances rather than people spending more time travelling, Dr Metz 
suggested that the distances of car journeys had not increased over the last five years.  
According to Dr Metz, the forecasts from the Department for Transport are based on an 
assumption that “the long-running historic trend in the relationship between economic 
growth and traffic growth will continue into the future. […] that is not necessarily so.” 
Therefore, he believes, the traditional assumptions on which traffic growth forecasts are 
made need to be re-examined.114 

73. Although Edmund King of the AA accepted that “some of the growth has slowed 
down” both he and Professor Glaister of the RAC Foundation argued that the plateauing of 
distance travelled by car would still be affected by factors such as population growth and 
the increasing number of journeys by other types of vehicle.115 The Minister told us that 
although there had been “a relative slowing in the growth in car traffic compared with 
other vehicular modes” the Department was still “anticipating that by 2025 […] we are 
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looking at something like a 32% growth in traffic volumes”.116 When asked about the type 
of vehicle that would make up this growth Martin Jones, Head of Strategic Roads Division 
at the Department for Transport, told us that “I do not think the forward modelling makes 
too much of a distinction between different vehicle types, it just gives overall traffic 
levels”.117 The predominant view at present is that population growth and the increasing 
number of vans and other non-car vehicles on the road make it unlikely that traffic 
volume has reached, or is nearing, a plateau at this stage. However, it is important that 
the Government’s forecasts do not simply map past growth patterns onto predictions 
for the future. The growth in car traffic, for example, has slowed considerably in the 
past decade and there has been a rapid rise in mileage by vans.  

74. It is clear from our evidence that the growth in car traffic is being outstripped by the 
growth in other vehicle traffic. Given that different road users will have different patterns 
of use and requirements it would seem sensible to differentiate between different groups of 
users in future models and forecasts of traffic levels on the major road network. We are 
concerned that the Department is unable to disaggregate traffic growth predictions in 
order to establish how it expects roads to be used by different population groups in the 
future. This information is of critical importance—without it, planning is, at best, 
guesswork—and we urge the Department to look at how to improve these forecasts. 

To build or not to build 

75. The evidence we received from road user groups strongly advocates building more 
roads and increasing the capacity of the existing road network. The RAC Foundation 
suggest that, in order to meet demand from road users, an extra 600 lane kilometres of 
road per year would have to be built between now and 2041.118 Some road user groups who 
submitted evidence to this inquiry questioned the extent to which modal shift and Active 
Traffic Management (ATM) could reduce congestion simply through reductions in traffic 
volume and a more effective management of road capacity. Nonetheless, they also 
recognised that road building should be just one of a range of approaches taken to improve 
the major road network. Mick Laverty of Advantage West Midlands supported this view. 
He told us that road building is: 

one of a number of things you might want to look into. It is not exclusively the 
answer. There are things around smarter ways of working, better use of technology 
in the vehicle and the roadside, targeting hotspots, funding, and focusing on public 
transport. I think it is one of the measures you might want to consider, but it is not 
the only one you might want to consider.119 

76. Sustainable transport and environmental groups were against road building. Ralph 
Smyth of the Campaign to Protect Rural England argued that road building “would simply 
lead to more traffic and more congestion”.120 Dr Metz also suggested that “traffic has 
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essentially expanded to fill the network”.121 Even Professor Glaister of the RAC Foundation 
accepted that “When you put the new bit of road in you reduce the cost of getting from A 
to B for the people who use the road, so more people do it”.122 Professor Glaister did, 
however, argue that this was mainly due to pre-existing demand being met rather than 
additional demand being generated by new roads. 

77. John Elliot of TAG went even further than opposing additional road building. He told 
us that: 

I think in some areas we might have an excess of infrastructure and this has 
encouraged too much road movement and particularly car commuting movement 
on the strategic road network, which cannot be matched in the urban areas. […] I 
am not saying that we do not need more access roads, but, for instance, adding to the 
M25 I think is quite big public money that would make matters no better at all 
within a very short space of time.123 

78. This phenomenon, of widening congested stretches of road, was identified as futile by a 
number of witnesses. Mr Elliot, along with some other witnesses, also suggested that 
increasing capacity on the major road network caused worse conditions on surrounding 
local roads resulting in poorer overall journey times. Stephen Joseph, representing 
Campaign for Better Transport concurred, explaining that the benefits of road building 
were sometimes overstated because they did not take into account the effect on 
surrounding roads. He suggested that even if a road such as the A1(M) was widened to the 
point where there was no congestion on it, “the amount of traffic that that would generate 
would completely congest the entire local road network and […] overall end-to-end 
journey times would get worse if you did something like that”.124 

79. While this inquiry has focused on the major road network we acknowledge that the 
major road network does not exist in isolation. The Government and the relevant 
transport authorities must consider the impact on surrounding local roads of any 
increased capacity on the major road network, whether through construction, widening 
or hard-shoulder running. We have to acknowledge that, whilst we recognise in some 
instances such schemes could have a beneficial effect by relieving the pressure on local 
roads, there can be no assumption that a reserve of unexplored capacity exists which 
can be used indefinitely. It is also important to consider the sustainability problems 
with using road construction as a significant part of easing congestion. 

80. One issue that has been raised alongside discussions of road building is road pricing. 
We have recently concluded a major inquiry into taxes and charges on road users and do 
not intend to retread arguments about road-pricing in general in this report. However, in 
relation to the major road network, a number of road user groups promoted road-pricing 
as part of a solution to congestion in conjunction with some road building and widening. 
Professor Stephen Glaister of the RAC Foundation told us that, to tackle congestion, “is not 
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just to find more capacity […] but to have a package which involves a new pricing regime 
as well as a new capacity regime”.125 The Road Users’ Alliance, while more cautious about 
road-pricing, agreed it could be part of the solution to congestion as long as it was not 
“seen simply as a means of reducing demand for road space but as a means of managing it 
by challenging the value placed on particular journeys at particular times and optimising 
the use of all available capacity”.126  

81. In our report on Taxes and charges on road users we concluded that:  

The Government’s research into road pricing has been underway for a long time, 
with apparently little to show for it […] The Government should clarify its position 
on road pricing research: what has been learnt, what key steps remain to be 
identified, and when it is likely to be in a position to make a decision on 
implementation.127 

This remains our position. We also note that some road user groups, who have expressed 
concern about the possibility of road pricing, accept that road pricing should be part of the 
package accompanying any large-scale road building projects. Before any national road-
pricing scheme can be contemplated, it is essential that the Government demonstrates 
clearly how existing taxes and charges on road users will be replaced by such a scheme.128 

82. The Government’s position is to recognise “the close relationship between capacity and 
demand”:  

a theoretical case could be made for building significantly more new road capacity. 
We recognise that, in the longer term, further expansion of the road network will be 
necessary in some places, as Sir Rod Eddington said, but large-scale road-building 
would be environmentally damaging, harmful to people’s quality of life and 
financially unaffordable.129 

83. There are some areas, we heard evidence of such from the North East of England, 
that are underprovided for in terms of major roads. It is unacceptable that some parts 
of the country are discriminated against in terms of transport investment. 

Using the existing road network more effectively  

84. Some witnesses proposed Active Traffic Management (ATM) and other new 
technologies as possible alternatives to road building. Kapsch TrafficCom UK suggested 
that “Advanced traffic management, hard shoulder running and the ‘managed motorway’ 
can all use existing space more efficiently at a lower cost than constructing new roads”.130 
The Department for Transport has recently completed a trial of ATM on the M42. As well 
as hard shoulder running at peak times, variable speed limits were used to regulate traffic 
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flows. In Britain’s Transport Infrastructure: Motorways and Major Trunk Roads published 
in January 2009, the Department announced that Active Traffic Management would be 
rolled out to further sections of the M42 as well as sections of the M6 and M40.  

85. Professor Stephen Glaister of the RAC Foundation gave his qualified support for the 
use of Active Traffic Management, arguing that the M42 trial had demonstrated the 
potential for ATM to yield substantial improvements to traffic flow and reduced rates of 
accidents. However, such positive outcomes depended on very careful management and 
continuous resource commitments: “active traffic management is going to require 
considerable money year after year to make sure it is properly managed.” Nonetheless, 
both the RAC and the AA cautioned that ATM could only be part of a solution and that 
additional measures would be necessary to reduce congestion. 

86. With the gradual rollout of Active Traffic Management, the Department is beginning 
to use new and flexible methods to improve the efficiency of the major road network. 
However, Professor Bell suggested that traffic management technology has not so far been 
utilised to its full potential. Ramp metering was an example of a technology which held 
significant potential because it could be used to control access and behaviour on 
motorways.131 The system could also help to collate information and disseminate it to the 
public and thereby help to maximise the number of vehicles on the road, and eventually to 
reduce traffic.132 Sharon Kindleysides from Kapsch TrafficCom, suggested that certain 
technologies were under-utilised as a result of a lack of political will and leadership.133 

87. Support for Active Traffic Management was not, however, universal. Jack Semple, of 
the Road Hauliers Association, suggested that the M42 trials had been rushed and that, 
particularly when it came to hard shoulder running through junctions, there were “some 
concerns at the extent of commitment to that without it apparently being tested.”134 
Edmund King of the AA also sounded a note of caution saying that “I think the problem at 
the moment is that it [hard shoulder running] is kind of seen as widening on the cheap and 
I think that is a problem which will leave us with more problems in the future”.135 In its 
recent White Paper on High Speed Rail, the Government acknowledged that “the scope for 
incremental improvements [i.e. hard shoulder running] to continue to offer high value for 
money is finite, with returns from such packages decreasing substantially as they grow in 
size and cost”.136 

88. We welcome Active Traffic Management (ATM) as an example of the Government 
employing innovative solutions to congestion. ATM has the potential to reduce 
congestion on the major road network, although it will not resolve the problem of 
congestion on its own. However, we are concerned that the focus of the current ATM 
roll out appears to be on hard shoulder running as a substitute for motorway widening 

 
131 Ramp metering is a system designed to reduce delays and congestion at junctions. Sensors in the road monitor the 

congestion and, during busy periods, signals prevent more than a few vehicles being released onto the road. 
Information from the sensors is used to adjust the timing of the signals.  
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rather than as part of a package of measures to regulate traffic flow. Hard shoulder 
running must not be separated from the other elements of Active Traffic Management, 
such as speed controls, needed to ensure it is a safe and effective measure.  

89. We are concerned that Active Traffic Management techniques, for example speed 
limits to control traffic flow, are poorly understood by the public and can lead to 
frustration. This situation must change if it is to be an effective tool in improving the flow 
of the major road network. The Government must ensure the public is well informed 
about the benefits of Active Traffic Management techniques, such as hard shoulder 
running and flexible speed restrictions, and how it works. This is the only way road 
users are likely to accept such new arrangements, and indeed help to make it as effective 
as possible. 

Freight 

90. One option we looked at was the possibility of encouraging modal shift in the freight 
industry, from road to rail and water. As illustrated in Figure 3 below, approximately 67% 
of ‘freight miles’ in the UK are carried by road, whilst rail accounts for just 9%.137 
Alternatives to road freight, such as short sea shipping and rail freighting have been 
suggested as an option for reducing congestion on the major road network. As we stated in 
our report, Freight Transport “Freight and logistics […] play an important part in meeting 
all four of the Department for Transport’s strategic objectives”.138  

Figure 3: Mode share (%) of domestic freight activity, goods moved (billion tonne km), 2008 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: DfT, Transport Statiistics Great Britain, 2009, Table 4.1  
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91. The Department for Transport offers grants to help with the capital and operating costs 
of using rail freight or short-sea shipping to transport goods. However, even Alan Stilwell 
of the Institution of Civil Engineers and Institution of Highways and Transportation, 
organisations which support efforts to encourage more rail freight and short sea shipping 
acknowledges that “There are limited opportunities, partly because of the capacity on the 
rail […] but also because rail lines do not always go exactly where you would like them to 
go.”139  

92. We also heard that the cost of rail freight made it unlikely that there would be a 
significant shift towards rail freight. In 2003, the Royal Mail saved £90million by replacing 
rail freight with road freight.140 The Strategic Freight Network (SFN) which we discussed in 
our recent report, Priorities for investment on the railways, is an excellent initiative, and 
with funding of £200 million, the Government has made a good start. It is vital that the 
momentum is maintained, and that the Government co-ordinates environmental and 
transport policies so as to encourage modal shift. While we welcome the Government’s 
commitment to promote and support rail and water-borne freight, it is unlikely that 
this will provide a solution to road congestion. Tangible steps, such as the development 
of the Strategic Freight Network, are required to encourage modal shift for freight. This 
in turn will help to reduce congestion and pollution on the major road network. This is 
beneficial for road users, the environment and the national economy alike.  

 

7 Conclusion 
93. The major road network is a crucial element of the UK’s transport system and, as such, 
major roads policy should form part of a broader and integrated strategy for transport that 
ensures all regions and nations are properly and efficiently interconnected. Since 1998 this 
is generally the approach taken by Government, although, as demonstrated by evidence 
gathered for this report, there is a range of views as to whether or not the balance in this 
strategy is the right one. Notwithstanding the multi-modal nature of an integrated, or 
sustainable, transport strategy, the major road network is the most important part of the 
UK’s transport infrastructure. As such, and especially in the light of very significant 
expenditure and increasing policy attention devoted to other modes such as High Speed 
Rail, it is important not to lose sight of the significance of the major road network. Our 
report has identified both constraints and opportunities for the management and delivery 
of an improved major road network, better able to serve the requirements of the UK’s 
economy and carbon reduction obligations.  

94. We do not support a significant expansion of the major road network but do identify 
means of improving capacity through a combination of measures, including active traffic 
management and demand management measures, as discussed in our previous report, 
Taxes and charges on road users. We have concerns about maintenance practices, especially 
at local level. Strategic oversight of the network also requires the Department for Transport 
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to take the lead in taking difficult decisions, although regional input is important. With the 
prospect of a sharp decline in public spending, the Department must ensure value for 
money from the transport projects it funds. While roads projects often show good value for 
money compared to other schemes under current appraisal methods, wider policy 
objectives will also influence decision making and clarity and transparency are vital in 
justifying departmental spend. Further examination of the appropriateness of current 
appraisal techniques might also be considered.  

95. Given the significance of the major road network in relation to economic, 
environmental and social policy objectives, the Government must be clear both on what 
it sees as the future role of major roads and how best to deliver the policies and 
infrastructure necessary to fulfil that role.  
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Conclusions and recommendations 

The wider transport policy context 

1. Some sustainable travel initiatives, such as Smarter Choices, have delivered tangible 
and encouraging results in terms of modal shift and integration of different modes. 
Whilst we recognise that private cars are likely to remain the preferred mode of 
travel for a significant number of people due to convenience, we urge the 
Government to intensify its efforts to encourage sustainable travel as part of an 
integrated transport policy.  (Paragraph 22) 

2. Apart from initiatives such as Smarter Choices, a range of technological 
improvements as well as improved land-use planning and better co-ordination 
between developers, transport planners and other parties could make it easier for 
many people to be less reliant on cars. Such measures are not necessarily costly, and 
the benefit to cost ratio can be very positive. Whilst the direct impact tends to be 
greater in urban areas, the knock on effect in terms of reduced congestion and 
emissions on the major road network is significant also. No single policy instrument 
will encourage travellers out of their cars. The Department for Transport therefore 
needs to show greater leadership in bringing together all the disparate professions 
and bodies to work together to harness the significant benefits of a co-ordinated 
policy implementation.  (Paragraph 23) 

The current road network 

3. This country has one of the lowest motorway densities in Western Europe. This puts 
England at an economic and competitive disadvantage. The remedy for this should 
include some new initiatives to construct and upgrade motorways. (Paragraph 25) 

4. The Secretary of State has effectively rejected the main reasoning and arguments in 
the Eddington report by agreeing to High Speed Two. We recognise that the major 
problems facing the road network relate to capacity and coverage. (Paragraph 26) 

5. While we accept that for some stretches of road, dual-carriageways will not be 
feasible, this type of road offers benefits for both road safety and journey times. 
While not every A-road needs to be dual-carriage, the Highways Agency has 
acknowledged that dual-carriageways should be the minimum standard for the 
strategic road network that it manages. Over 900 miles of trunk roads are currently 
single carriageways. Wherever possible the Highways Agency should ensure that 
these roads are upgraded to dual-carriageways. (Paragraph 27) 

6.  We urge the Department to ensure that local authority road condition reports and 
National Road Maintenance Condition Surveys are closely monitored to ensure that 
they provide a reliable picture of the condition of all major roads. Although we 
support budgetary flexibility for local authorities, the Government must ensure that 
the condition and safety of the major road network is not compromised. Given a real 
terms increase in funding, it should be possible to maintain the major road network 
adequately in most areas. Local authorities need to be more transparent about the 
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funding being made available for roads maintenance, and the way in which it is used. 
The Government and local authorities need to work together to ensure that the 
proportion of emergency maintenance on the major road network is reduced. If 
funds do not suffice for the maintenance and repairs required in a particular area, 
councils need to be open and transparent about it, and they need to take 
responsibility for rectifying the problem in collaboration with the Government. 
(Paragraph 33) 

Investment and funding 

7. Tensions between national and local needs and priorities are inevitable. On the 
whole, the process of de-trunking has reduced the frequency and intensity of such 
tensions because ex-trunk roads have been integrated into local planning processes. 
We commend the efforts of the Highways Agency and local authorities to minimise 
conflicts of interests and ensure that they have productive working relationships. 
However, where a de-trunked road continues to meet the criteria for trunked roads 
and local conditions imply remedies outside the local resources available, the 
Department should consider the merits of re-trunking or providing additional 
resources to the local authorities responsible for managing and maintaining the road. 
(Paragraph 41) 

8. The Department for Transport must provide clear and timely leadership in terms of 
the strategic development of the road network. (Paragraph 44) 

9. We accept that difficult funding decisions will have to be made in the coming years, 
but we urge the Government to ensure that the safety and maintenance standards of 
the major road network are not compromised. As the Eddington study 
demonstrated, transport infrastructure is critical to the generation of economic 
growth. It is therefore important that investment in, and maintenance of, basic 
infrastructure, such as our major road network, is not put on stand-by. With 
vast⎯and very welcome⎯funds likely to be invested in high speed rail over the next 
two decades, the Government must guard against the temptation to neglect the 
major road network to reduce costs. The major road network serves a wide range of 
needs and communities, and it is only a relatively small proportion of journeys on 
our major roads that could be transferred to rail, let alone high speed rail.  
(Paragraph 48) 

10. The Government must clarify the basis  which it assesses and allocates funding to 
infrastructure projects. Mechanisms for allocating funding to transport schemes 
should be transparent and give greater weight to economic benefit. (Paragraph 54) 

11. We are concerned that the Department for Transport appeared not to be involved in 
discussions about the remit of Infrastructure UK at the initial stages. Infrastructure 
UK could have a critical impact on strategic transport investment. It will have the 
opportunity to improve the co-ordination of infrastructure decisions across 
Government, facilitating more coherent and strategic decision-making. We look 
forward to hearing, in the course of 2010, precisely how Infrastructure UK is going to 
achieve this and how it will improve decision making on transport investment.  
(Paragraph 56) 
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12. No method of allocating finite funds will satisfy everyone. However, we are pleased 
that there seems to be general support for the Regional Funding Allocation process. 
We welcome the introduction of a mechanism which has allowed regions a bigger 
say in what infrastructure investments should be prioritised and which looks across 
the transport modes. (Paragraph 59) 

Congestion and capacity 

13. We fully accept that maintenance work on the road network is likely to cause delays 
and that the safety of staff carrying out this work must be safeguarded. However, 
local authorities and the Highways Agency must minimise disruption and road 
closures as much as possible and they should consider ways to improve the way they 
communicate with road users to explain disruptions caused by maintenance. 
(Paragraph 63) 

14. We are sympathetic to the Minister’s point that congestion is a complex issue. 
However, while some of our witnesses may have questioned the exact figure for the 
cost of congestion, it is clear that congestion does have a significant cost to the UK 
economy. Given the scale of the cost, we support effective investment in the road 
network to reduce congestion.  (Paragraph 69) 

15.  The Government should prioritise schemes which reduce the uncertainty over 
journey times that congestion causes.  (Paragraph 70) 

16. The predominant view at present is that population growth and the increasing 
number of vans and other non-car vehicles on the road make it unlikely that traffic 
volume has reached, or is nearing, a plateau at this stage. However, it is important 
that the Government’s forecasts do not simply map past growth patterns onto 
predictions for the future. The growth in car traffic, for example, has slowed 
considerably in the past decade and there has been a rapid rise in mileage by vans.  
(Paragraph 73) 

17. We are concerned that the Department is unable to disaggregate traffic growth 
predictions in order to establish how it expects roads to be used by different 
population groups in the future. This information is of critical importance—without 
it, planning is, at best, guesswork—and we urge the Department to look at how to 
improve these forecasts. (Paragraph 74) 

18. The Government and the relevant transport authorities must consider the impact on 
surrounding local roads of any increased capacity on the major road network, 
whether through construction, widening or hard-shoulder running. We have to 
acknowledge that, whilst we recognise in some instances such schemes could have a 
beneficial effect by relieving the pressure on local roads, there can be no assumption 
that a reserve of unexplored capacity exists which can be used indefinitely. It is also 
important to consider the sustainability problems with using road construction as a 
significant part of easing congestion. (Paragraph 79) 

19. There are some areas, we heard evidence of such from the North East of England, 
that are underprovided for in terms of major roads. It is unacceptable that some 
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parts of the country are discriminated against in terms of transport investment. 
(Paragraph 83) 

20. We welcome Active Traffic Management (ATM) as an example of the Government 
employing innovative solutions to congestion. ATM has the potential to reduce 
congestion on the major road network, although it will not resolve the problem of 
congestion on its own. However, we are concerned that the focus of the current 
ATM roll out appears to be on hard shoulder running as a substitute for motorway 
widening rather than as part of a package of measures to regulate traffic flow. Hard 
shoulder running must not be separated from the other elements of Active Traffic 
Management, such as speed controls, needed to ensure it is a safe and effective 
measure.  (Paragraph 88) 

21. The Government must ensure the public is well informed about the benefits of 
Active Traffic Management techniques, such as hard shoulder running and flexible 
speed restrictions, and how it works. This is the only way road users are likely to 
accept such new arrangements, and indeed help to make it as effective as possible 
(Paragraph 89) 

22. While we welcome the Government’s commitment to promote and support rail and 
water-borne freight, it is unlikely that this will provide a solution to road congestion. 
Tangible steps, such as the development of the Strategic Freight Network, are 
required to encourage modal shift for freight. This in turn will help to reduce 
congestion and pollution on the major road network. This is beneficial for road 
users, the environment and the national economy alike.  (Paragraph 92) 

Conclusion 

23. Given the significance of the major road network in relation to economic, 
environmental and social policy objectives, the Government must be clear both on 
what it sees as the future role of major roads and how best to deliver the policies and 
infrastructure necessary to fulfil that role. (Paragraph 95) 
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Annex: Classification of road types 
Figure 4: Department for Transport roads classification scheme 

Major roads: Include motorways and all class ‘A’ roads. These roads usually have high traffic flows 
and are often the main arteries to major destinations. 
 
Motorways: major roads of regional and urban strategic importance, often used for long distance 
travel. They are usually three or more lanes in each direction and generally have the maximum speed 
limit of 70mph. 
 
‘A’ Roads: Can be trunk or principal roads. These are often described as the 'main' roads and tend 
to have heavy traffic flows though not as high as motorways. 
 
Trunk roads: Most motorways and many of the long distance rural ‘A’ roads are trunk roads. The 
responsibility for their maintenance lies with the Secretary of State and they are managed by the 
Highways Agency in England, the National Assembly of Wales in Wales and the Scottish Executive in 
Scotland (National Through Routes). 
 
Strategic Road Network (SRN): Consists of motorways and trunk ‘A’ roads (dual and single 
carriageway) in England that are managed by the Highways Agency, as well as the M6 Toll.  
 
Non-trunk roads: Roads for which local authorities are highway authorities. The Secretary of State, 
the Scottish Government, and the Welsh Assembly Government have power to classify non-trunk 
roads in agreement with the local highway authority. Non-trunk roads are therefore either classified 
or unclassified, the former being of two types, principal and non-principal. The classified principal 
roads are class 'A' roads, except for a few local authority motorways, and are of regional and urban 
strategic importance. The non-principal roads are those which distribute traffic to urban and 
regional localities. The non-principal classified roads are sub-divided into ‘B’ and ‘C’ classes. 
Unclassified roads are those in the least important categories, i.e. local distributor and access roads. 
 
Principal roads: Major roads are maintained by local authorities. These are mainly ‘A’ roads, 
though some local authorities do have responsibility for some motorways). 
 
Minor Roads: These are ‘B’ and ‘C’ classified roads and unclassified roads (all of which are 
maintained by local authorities). 

Source: Transport Statistics Great Britain 2009: Road lengths—Formal Minutes 
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Formal Minutes 

Wednesday 24 March 2010 

Members present: 

Mrs Louise Ellman, in the Chair 

 
Mr David Clelland 
Rt Hon Jeffrey Donaldson 
Mr Philip Hollobone 
 

 Sir Peter Soulsby 
Graham Stringer 
 

Draft Report (The major road network), proposed by the Chair, brought up and read. 

Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph. 

Paragraphs 1 to 24 read and agreed to. 

Paragraph 25 read as follows,  

“A small minority of our witnesses argued that a much more extensive major roads network was 
required. The Association of British Drivers claimed that “the UK’s motorway network is one-third 
the EU average in relation to the size of its economy” and that it was in desperate need of 
expansion.  The coverage of the major road network is broadly satisfactory, and we do not 
consider that there is a case for significant increase of the number of road miles. There may be 
areas of the country where new major road connections could be beneficial, but these are likely 
to be comparatively short ‘bridging’ schemes or upgrades of existing smaller roads rather than 
major new routes.” 

Amendment proposed, in line 4, leave out from “expansion” to end of paragraph and insert “This 
country has one of the lowest motorway densities in Western Europe. This puts England at an 
economic and competitive disadvantage. The remedy for this should include some new 
initiatives to construct and upgrade motorways.” .—(Graham Stringer.) 

Question put, That the Amendment be made. 

The Committee divided. 

Ayes, 4      Noes, 1 

Mr David Clelland   Sir Peter Soulsby 
Rt Hon Jeffrey Donaldson 
Mr Philip Hollobone  
Graham Stringer 

Paragraph, as amended, agreed to. 

Paragraph 26 read, amended and agreed to. 

Paragraphs 27 to 29 read and agreed to. 
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Paragraph 30 read, amended and agreed to. 

Paragraphs 31 to 40 read and agreed to. 

Paragraph 41 read, amended and agreed to. 

Paragraphs 42 to 53 read and agreed to. 

Paragraph 54 read, amended and agreed to. 

Paragraphs 55 to 78 read and agreed to. 

Paragraph 79 read, amended and agreed to. 

Paragraphs 80 to 82 read and agreed to. 

Paragraph 83 read, amended and agreed to. 

Paragraphs 84 to 92 read and agreed to. 

Paragraph 93 read, amended and agreed to. 

Paragraph 94 read as follows, 

“There is general agreement that the coverage of the UK’s major road network is adequate, 
although there concerns over its capacity in numerous places. We do not support a significant 
expansion of the major road network but do identify means of improving capacity through a 
combination of measures, including active traffic management and demand management 
measures, as discussed in our previous report, Taxes and charges on road users. We have concerns 
about maintenance practices, especially at local level. Strategic oversight of the network also 
requires the Department for Transport to take the lead in taking difficult decisions, although 
regional input is important. With the prospect of a sharp decline in public spending, the 
Department must ensure value for money from the transport projects it funds. While roads projects 
often show good value for money compared to other schemes under current appraisal methods, 
wider policy objectives will also influence decision making and clarity and transparency are vital in 
justifying departmental spend. Further examination of the appropriateness of current appraisal 
techniques might also be considered.” 

Amendment proposed, in line 1, leave out from “There” to end of sentence.—(Graham Stringer.) 

Question put, That the Amendment be made. 

The Committee divided. 

Ayes, 4      Noes, 1 

Mr David Clelland   Sir Peter Soulsby 
Rt Hon Jeffrey Donaldson 
Mr Philip Hollobone  
Graham Stringer 

Paragraph, as amended, agreed to. 

Paragraph 95 read and agreed to.  
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Annex agreed to. 

Resolved, That the Report, as amended, be the Eighth Report of the Committee to the House. 

Ordered, That the Chair make the Report to the House. 

Ordered, That embargoed copies of the Report be made available, in accordance with the provisions 
of Standing Order No. 134. 

Written evidence was ordered to be reported to the House for printing with the Report. 

 

[The  Committee adjourned.  
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Witnesses 

Wednesday 20 May 2009 Page 

Mr Alan Stilwell, Institution of Civil Engineers and Institution of 
Highways and Transportation; Dr David Metz, University College, 
London; and Mr Graham Dalton, Chief Executive, and Ms Ginny 
Clarke, Network Services Director, Highways Agency 

Ev 1 

Cllr David Sparks, Local Government Association; Mr Steve Nicholson, 
Project Director, Mersey Gateway; and Mr Brian Smith, Executive 
Director, Environment Services, Cambridgeshire County Council 

Ev 10 

Wednesday 24 June 2009 

Professor Stephen Glaister, Director, RAC Foundation; Mr Edmund 
King, AA President, the Automobile Association; and Mr Tim Green, 
Director, Road Users Alliance 

Ev 16 

Mr Jack Semple, Director of Policy, Road Haulage Association; Mr 
Gareth Elliott, BCC Senior Policy Adviser, British Chambers of Commerce; 
and Mr Mick Laverty, Chief Executive, Advantage West Midlands 
representing ERDA 

Ev 27 

Wednesday 8 July 2009 

Ms Sharon Kindleysides, Managing Director, Kapsch TrafficCom AG; 
Professor Margaret Bell, Science City Professor of Transport and the 
Environment, The Institution of Engineering and Technology; and Mr 
John Elliott, Local Authorities’ Technical Advisors Group 

Ev 35 

Mr Ali Clabburn, Managing Director, liftshare; Mr Stephen Joseph, 
Director, Campaign for Better Transport; and Mr Mike Lambden, Head 
of Corporate Affairs, and Mr Paul Bunting, UK Sales and Marketing 
Director, National Express UK 

Ev 40 

Monday 20 July 2009 

Mrs Cynthia Games, NECTAR (Northeast Combined Transport Activists’ 
Roundtable); and Mr Ralph Smyth, Campaign to Protect Rural England 

Ev 45 

Chris Mole MP, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State, and Mr Martin 
Jones, Head of Strategic Roads Division, Department for Transport 

Ev 51 
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