
Written Evidence to Scottish Transport, Infrastructure 
and Climate Change Committee 

 
Notes: 

 I have watched recordings of both sessions held by the Committee 
on November 30th. I agree with a great deal of the evidence 
presented, so will endeavour to limit my comments to those which 

potentially add to the answers given on the day. 
 The views expressed are my own, and are not representative of the 

Robert Gordon University or the Highlands and Islands Regional 
Transport Partnership (although my views on concessionary fares 
and improvements to the A9 and A82 are broadly in line with those 

of the Board and officials of HITRANS). 
 

 
Specific Comments: 
 

1. Road user changing 
 I echo Professor Docherty’s comments on the re-emergence of road 

user charging.  Having recently set students an assignment entitled 
‘Why has road pricing fallen off the political radar?’ the timing is 

ironic (if helpful to my students). I would add that while it is good 
to have road pricing ‘on the table again’ again, I would suggest that 
the chasm between its theoretical utility and its political 

deliverability remains as wide as ever. 
 

 
2. Concessionary fares 
 As Professor Docherty indicated (on my behalf) spending on 

concessionary fares spending is unsustainable in the long term. 
 But it would be political suicide for politicians to talk about tackling 

the issue ahead of the Scottish election. However, the Government 
(of whatever hue) need to address the issue of concessionary fares 
ASAP after May next year.  

 As my colleagues from HITRANS would remind me, concessionary 
fares are only useful if an elderly person has access to a bus.  

 The fact is that rural local authorities such as Highland are currently 
looking at ways of cutting spending on bus services by up to 10%. 
Thus, broadly maintaining current spending on concessionary fares 

will only widen the ‘equity gap’ between big city and rural areas. 
 What are the solutions? In the short term: 

o Widening the concessionary fares scheme to include ineligible 
services such community transport and access to non 
essential health care (which are important in remote and 

rural areas). 
 In the medium term: 

o Manage demand for concessionary travel -  either by asking 
individuals to make a token financial contribution to their 
journey (e.g. 10p a trip) or my setting a cap on the number 

of free journeys enjoyed by individuals annually. The former 
would be easier to implement but more difficult to sell 

politically; 



o Then establish the per capita spending on concessionary 
fares by local authorities, and aggregate it by Regional 

Transport Partnership area. The more rural RTPs could be 
granted funding based on equalising the per/capita spending 

across regions. This additional funding could then be used by  
Partnerships to (creatively) support access and mobility 
within the region. 

 In the long term: 
o We need to move to a smart card system where individuals 

are given a monthly or annual allowance on a smart card and 
they are free to spend it on bus travel; community transport; 
ferries and intra- Scotland air travel; fuel and diesel for 

themselves or those who provide them with lifts; or even to 
buy goods at local shops for those who can make many 

journeys on foot. 
 

3. Climate change - cycling and cycling action plan 

 I particularly welcome the setting of a 10% modal share for cycling. 
 Evidence from the report on Mitigating transport’s impact on 

climate change in Scotland and the report on Engineering Cities by 
the Tyndal Centre indicated that the most effective and cost 

effective way to reduce climate change emissions from transport is 
to give priority to walking and cycling, and cycling in particular. 

 My first reaction to the 10% cycling target, was that it was just 

another in a long line of targets that we do not have a hope of 
meeting.  The all too predictable path for this target is as follows: it 

will be given aspirational status in two or three years time 
(following the appointment of a new Transport Minister); and a few 
years after that it will be quietly forgotten (there will always be 

other new targets to promote and miss, so no one will notice). 
 The point about the smoking ban was made in evidence. In 

discussion with a colleague from NESTRANS recently, I was also 
reminded that the road safety target was similarly regarded as 
unachievable when it was set. Yet the road safety target was met 

and exceeded. 
 It was also noted that the reason the road safety target was met 

was because it was tied to dedicated funded, which allowed 
regional and local councils to make progress on reducing accident 
rates. 

 European partners have also demonstrated that it is also possible to 
achieve modal shift on cycling and walking. The municipalities of 

Bremen and Malmo have both achieved modal share for cycling and 
walking in excess of 40% (over 20% for both walking and cycling). 
The climate in these two regions is also comparable to Scotland, so 

it can be done. 
 What is required to achieve this? How about: 

1. political will at national and local level (absolutely vital);  
2. dedicated funding that is tied to this target;  
3. some incentive mechanism to encourage local authorities to 

deliver (e.g. via single outcome agreements or making 
progress on cycling a condition of funding ‘vanity’ capital 

infrastructure schemes; 



4. effective integration of transport, land use planning, urban 
realm, economic development, education and health care so 

that higher density locally orientated living is encouraged and 
we try to reverse the existing trend where people live at 

increasing (and high carbon) distances from they work, shop, 
go to school, access health care, socialise and take 
recreation. In Scotland, we invariably talk a good game on 

integration, but the gap between talk and action is as wide as 
ever. As Professor Docherty argued in evidence, our 

development patterns are unsustainable. 
5. annual progress monitoring 

 In particular, capital funding for cycle paths and associated 

infrastructure should be prioritised. We need to invest in fit-for -
purpose safe, dedicated and integrated cycle routes and secure bike 

parking (backed up by revenue and tax incentives) and people will 
use it.  More revenue based approaches to behaviour change are 
‘open ended’ and are likely to require long term continued funding. 

Again we need to spend money on capital projects rather than 
revenue. 

 Retrofitting existing urban realm will be a challenge, but we always 
seem to find room for road (and tram) enhancements. 

 There will also – of course- be significant health benefits. 
 

4. Climate change spending 

 Agree entirely with other evidence 
 

 
5. The bridge, routes to the north and revenue and capital 

spending in rural areas 

 Following on from the question posed by Rob Gibson, and the - 
combative - response by Prof Docherty. 

 I do not have a problem with focusing resources on the Forth 
crossing if the Scottish Government wishes to pursue such a policy. 
It will be achieved at the expense of other major projects in the 

STPR in the medium (or even long term). But there does seem to 
be a consensus on the need for the bridge. 

 Although other large scale capital projects will have to wait, there 
will be an opportunity to make very good use of any remaining 
‘crumbs’ of capital spending. In particular, there will be an 

opportunity to in invest cycling and walking infrastructure (see 
above) and smaller scale improvements on routes such as the A82 

and A9 (as Iain alluded to). 
 In response to Rob’s concerns, I think that this would be a good 

thing for communities in the North and North West. 

 Indeed - I strongly believe (and have an increasing body of 
qualitative data to support) that long term ongoing improvements 

to the trunk road network in the Highlands and Islands have been a  
fundamental  ‘driver’ of travel behaviour  (which has, in turn, 
impacted on the society and culture of the  Highlands and Islands). 

 Improved trunk roads (allied to more fuel efficient vehicles) have 
led to shorter journey times, longer journey distances and vastly 



enlarged ‘spheres of activity’ (essentially shrinking and spatially 
integrating the Highlands).  

 Mostly, this has been a good thing. Those in remote areas now 
have much wider opportunities to commute, consume and enjoy 

recreation, and they can enjoy much the same lifestyle 
opportunities that people in towns and cities do.  

 There are invariably unintended consequences to this enhanced 

mobility (reduced access to shops, services and health care for 
those with limited or no access to a car or public transport, as local 

provision has diminished as the distances that people travel have 
expanded). There are also those who think that communities are no 
longer as close or tight knit as a result. 

 But overall, road improvements – I believe - have benefitted the 
Highlands and Islands. And continued road improvements that cut 

journey times – again in my opinion – substantially outweigh other 
impacts on demand for travel such as rising fuel costs. 

 Given that there are periodic calls for some sort of revenue based 

subsidy mechanism to offset the inequity of high fuel prices in rural 
areas (leaving aside the issue of where rural people actually buy 

their fuel – usually the Dingwall Tesco like everyone else!), the 
Committee might consider that small scale capital improvements 

(part dualling, 2 +1 lanes, road realignment, junction 
improvements, etc.) might be a better long term use of public funds 
(at least on the Scottish Mainland). This is also consistent with Prof 

Docherty’s view that investment in capital investment protects 
against future revenue spending (especially when new sources of 

fuels will invariably be developed)  
 If an issue of inequity exists, it is the fact that some parts of the 

Highlands (e.g. the North and North West) have enjoyed a great 

deal more road improvement than others (e.g. Argyll).  
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