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Planners cast critical eye over
role of transport modelling

MAJOR CONCERNS about the
role transport modelling plays in
decision-making were aired at an
event organised by the Transport
Planning Society last week. 
The panel event – ‘Transport

modelling: fact, forecast or
fiction?’ – was arranged in
response to the report, Who can
save us from the misuse of trans-
port models?, written by Yaron
Hollander, a former Transport for
London modelling manager who
now runs the consultancy CT
Think! (LTT 13 Nov 15). 
On the panel with Hollander

were: Rachel Aldred, senior lec-
turer in transport at the
University of Westminster; David
Metz, honorary professor at Uni-
versity College London’s
Transport Institute; and Keith
Buchan, a director of consultant
MTRU and the TPS. The
evening was chaired by Lynda
Addison OBE of the University
of Hertfordshire. 
Hollander began by quoting

US professor David Hartgen:
“Transport demand modelling is
certainly not an art, definitely
not a science, probably not even
a craft. It is more like a ritual.”
“To a large extent I agree with

this provocative statement,” he
said. The use of modelling in
project business cases was inap-
propriate because it was
impossible to know the future.
Modelling was more appropriate
in the early stages of project
development, to test initial ideas. 
When modelling results were

used in public consultation exer-
cises for projects, Hollander said
it became hard for the public to
tell the difference between mar-
keting material and ‘pure
evidence’. 
He said project promoters

should adopt a five-point plan he
called DITCH:

• Direct  – use data directly
• Inclusive – avoid specialised
transport techniques
• Transparent – “remove the
monopoly of three [modelling]
veterans on how we build our
cities”
• Continuous – build software to
learn from data feeds
• Humble – take no insight for
granted. Rely on human intelli-
gence to justify your policies
Aldred and Metz both advo-

cated more scenario testing in
transport planning. Metz praised
the DfT’s new scenario approach
to road traffic forecasting. Dif-
ferent scenarios made the
appraisal process for projects
more complex, he acknowl-
edged. 
Metz thought it would need a

scandal to give the transport
modelling community the jolt
needed to put in place a system
of formal professional standards
for model use. 
Buchan suggested that an inde-

pendent body should commission
modelling and forecasting for
projects. This would avoid con-
flicts of interest and bias that
afflicted modelling conducted for
project promoters, and the new
body would provide valuable
client-side support, particularly to
local authorities.
One audience member won-

dered if Hollander and Buchan
were talking at different levels.
Would Buchan’s independent
body address the fundamental
issues that Hollander had identi-
fied? “Can models be saved? Are
they fundamentally bankrupt?” 
Hollander said that most of the

evening’s discussion seemed to
assume that models needed to be
improved. “I don’t agree. I think
they need to be used less.” 
Responding to a comment that

the demand for modelling was
being driven by clients needing
it for project business cases, Hol-
lander said: “There’s no need to
provide modelling for business
cases.” People were imposing
modelling on themselves.  
An audience member asked if

modelling was “the continuation
of politics by other means”, used
to “validate what we first
thought of”. 
Hollander said there was a lot

of fear about speaking the truth
about the link between politics
and modelling. If politicians had
made a decision to pursue a
course of action then he said it
was legitimate for officers to
build an evidence base to
support that decision. But it was
not appropriate to conduct mod-
elling to try and justify the
decision. 
Buchan acknowledged that

client pressures could influence
models and forecasts. He had
seen instances where errors had
been discovered in models but
the benefit:cost ratio for the
project remained the same.
Hollander took a swipe at aca-

demics, saying they didn’t do
enough research to point out that
modelling had failed to deliver. 
He said he often heard sug-

gestions that the explosion of
real-time travel data provided a
valuable new source of input for
models. But he said the data
should be used as an alternative
to modelling.
A TfL delegate said one fear

of using scenario testing was
that, by presenting multiple
futures, stakeholders might ask
‘Don’t you know what you’re
doing?’
Hollander replied: “I think you

should proudly say we don’t
know what’s going to happen in
the future.”  He wondered if
there was anything new to the
discussion. “We have had this
discussion ten, 20 years ago –
we didn’t say anything new
today.” He thought the approach
to modelling would change one
day, but the change would not
come from within the modelling
community. Instead, someone
who didn’t know it yet would
change practices, either through
a court case or by showing that
raw data can contribute to deci-
sion-making better than models. 
In concluding remarks, Metz

said: “I think the TPS needs to
get a grip on this. I would like to
see the committee say this is a
major professional issue.” A
working party should be formed
to produce a report on the state
of the art in modelling, which
should be shared with the DfT
and the Treasury. 
TPS chair John Dales wel-

comed Metz’s suggestion.
“Thank you for the challenge and
we’ll respond to it,” he said. 

Hollander: too much
modelling

Metz: TPS “needs to get a
grip” of the matter

MODELLING
by Andrew Forster

Free parking ‘boosts
town centre trade’
Free car parking has helped
boost town centre trade in
Bedford, according to Bedford
Borough Council. The council
offers two hours free parking on
Saturdays and all day free
parking on Sundays. It says
town centre footfall increased in
2015, bucking the national
trend. “It is impossible to
analyse fully the reasons for
footfall changes, but it is safe to
say that free parking is having a
beneficial effect on footfall and
boosting the economic growth
of the town centre,” said Chris
Pettifer, Bedford’s head of trans-
port operations. The council
says the annual cost of offering
free parking is £400,000 on Sat-
urdays and £40,000 on
Sundays. 

In Brief

Retain your appraisal assumptions, says DfT 

LOCAL AUTHORITIES
should ensure that all the
assumptions used in a transport
project’s appraisal are archived
to help evaluators compare
project outcomes and forecasts,
says new guidance from the
DfT.
The guidance says authorities

should prepare “an evaluation
‘handover pack’” as part of the
appraisal process. 

This should document “all
key assumptions so that those
responsible for scheme evalua-
tion can fully understand how
appraisal estimates were pro-
duced and can examine the
potential drivers of any differ-
ences between forecasts and
outturns”.
The recommendation features

in the transport section of new
guidance on the single pot – the
new funding arrangement
agreed for some areas with

devolution agreements (see
page 13).
Keith Buchan, the founder of

consultant MTRU, this week
welcomed the advice. “It sounds
to me very sensible,” he said. “It
would be good to make it [the
handover pack] public. An
honest appreciation of the
assumptions would be excellent
because that’s the way people
learn.” 
The guidance explains that,

for transport schemes costing

more than £5m the decision-
making authorities must put in
place arrangements for monitor-
ing and evaluation in line with
the DfT’s 2012 guidance, Local
authority major schemes: moni-
toring and evaluation
framework.
Under “recommended”, the

guidance adds: “The decision-
making authority should have
the results of any evaluation and
monitoring reviewed independ-
ently of the scheme promoter.”

EVALUATION

Anti-terror
traffic order
for City

THE CITY of London Corpo-
ration is to consult  on an
anti-terrorism traffic regulation
order (ATTRO) to restrict
vehicular or pedestrian traffic
for counter-terrorism purposes. 
The Civil Contingencies Act

2004 allows traffic orders to be
put in place by a traffic author-
ity in order to avoid or reduce
the likelihood of danger con-
nected with terrorism. 
With the UK’s current secu-

rity threat level at severe, Ian
Dyson, the Commissioner of
the City of London Police, says
an ATTRO is needed for the
whole of the City of London
because of its crowded streets,
high-profile as a world centre
of economic activity, iconic
buildings, critical national
infrastructure, and high-profile
gatherings such as military
events. 
The ATTRO would enable

restrictions to streets in the City,
including roads forming part of
the Transport for London Road
Network (TLRN).
The order can be authorised

by a City of London police
officer of the rank of superin-
tendent or higher. The City
Corporation and TfL must be
given prior notice,  which
should be at least seven days,
or as soon as practicable.
A protocol has been drawn

up for commencing, suspend-
ing and reviving an order.
A three-week statutory con-

sultation will take place in
May.
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