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1. Introduction

In the week that the highly successful London congestion charge is extended, Friends of the Earth Scotland welcomes the opportunity to debate the issue of road pricing.

The transport sector is one of the main contributors to climate change. All responsible politicians need to address this issue and propose workable solutions to the problems of transport and climate change. We firmly believe road pricing forms part of that solution.

We are surprised to read the position of the Scottish Conservatives who, in opposing nationwide road charging, appear to be contradicting their UK leader, David Cameron who is on record as supporting ‘...new solutions for road charging based on usage and the time of day’
.

2. Scotland’s roads: congested, polluted, not paying their way

2.1 Congestion 

43 billion vehicle kilometres were driven on Scotland's roads in 2005: 19 per cent more than in 1994. The latest forecasts estimate that without action this figure will grow by a further 27 per cent by 2021
. The Eddington Review recognised this problem and estimated that by 2025 the cost of this congestion will be £28 billion a year if left unchecked
. The Scottish Executive has pledged to stabilise road traffic levels at 2001 levels by 2021, yet this is put at serious risk by traffic-generating projects such as the M74 Northern Extension and Aberdeen Western Peripheral Route.

2.2
Pollution 

Carbon dioxide emissions from road transport are growing. In 2003 transport accounted for 17 per cent of all Scottish greenhouse gas emissions
. This represents 3 million tonnes of carbon – an increase upon the 2.8 million tonnes of carbon emitted in 1990
. Other pollutants are also on the increase. Edinburgh is already breaching EU air quality standards throughout the city centre and across the UK, the government estimates air pollution kills between 12,000 and 24,000 people prematurely each year
. 
2.3
External Costs 

As can be seen from the graph overleaf, in real terms the cost of driving has fallen by 8% since 1997. Bus and rail fares meanwhile have risen by 14% and 5% respectively
. Taking a longer view the price of motoring (in real terms) has fallen by over 10% since 1980, whilst the price of public transport has risen by 40%
. This is a social exclusion issue as well as an environmental one: nationally, 79 per cent of the poorest 10 per cent of households don’t have a car. This compares with just 4 per cent of the richest 10 per cent
. Meanwhile, a Leeds University study found motorists pay between a third and a half of the external costs they impose on society
. Surely road pricing should be viewed as a fair charge that seeks to redress the environmental, social and economical costs motoring causes: the implementation of the ‘polluter pays’ principle?
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3.
Road Pricing – how it can help

3.1 London Congestion Charge

The London congestion charge has reduced congestion by around 20%, increased bus use by 60%, increased bike use by 72%, reduced road injuries, cut harmful emissions by 13-15% and cut CO2 emissions by 16%
. Providing income from the project is ring-fenced for public transport, there is no reason to think that similar projects in Scotland couldn’t be equally beneficial.

3.2 Business Costs/Benefits

Ernst and Young’s report on the economic impacts of the London Congestion Charge concluded: ‘The balance of evidence again leads to the conclusion that the scheme has a broadly neutral impact on London’s Economy’ and ‘there is also some evidence of benefits to businesses from the charge’
.  Given a recent survey showed 87 per cent of businesses support the principle of road pricing
, the benefits that could be gained from road pricing should not be put in jeopardy by a vocal minority.

4. Conclusion

Friends of the Earth Scotland welcomes this opportunity to dispel some of the myths about road pricing. In particular the benefits to be gained with regards to congestion, pollution, business costs, social exclusion and health, should all be taken into account when looking at this issue. We encourage all parties to propose suitable road pricing schemes that could help alleviate congestion.
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