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PRESS RELEASE: 
COUNTRYSIDE CAMPAIGNERS SET ENVIRONMENTAL TESTS FOR CONGESTION CHARGE 

Responding to the consultation, ‘Gridlock or Growth’ (1), countryside campaigners, CPRE (2), say a congestion charge could form a part of a sustainable transport solution for the West Midlands conurbation but only if three key environmental tests are passed (3).

1. Will the congestion charge increase pressure on the countryside?

CPRE warn that a charge could lead to people and jobs moving out of the metropolitan area in order to avoid the charge, and an increase in traffic on rural roads. Developers could press for new homes and workplaces to be built on the edge of smaller towns and in the countryside. This would be contrary to existing planning goals but could prove difficult to counter, even in the green belt. Strong policies to resist green field development would be needed to ensure urban regeneration isn’t jeopardised. 

They are calling for an early study into any likely side-effects.

2. Will the congestion charge monies be invested in the right public transport solutions?

CPRE say the charge must be reinvested in the public transport network and some of that investment will have to be completed before the charge is adopted. This could be earlier if money is directed at the bus network, where improvements are quicker to come forward and could offer comprehensive coverage. Both Metro and Heavy Rail improvements might take longer but there needs to be a clear commitment to their implementation. 

They warn that using congestion charging money to fund large scale road building would make the long term problems worse.

3. Will the congestion charge take into account wider environmental impacts such as climate change?

CPRE say a charge that was applied simply to change when or where people travelled, but not to reduce overall use of the car, would fail to address broad environmental issues, such as Climate Change. 

Gerald Kells, Regional Policy Officer for CPRE West Midlands said: ‘It is clear that public transport investment and green travel initiatives are the key to solving transport problems in the region, but that a congestion charge may be needed to ensure they are as effective as they can be. However, congestion charging is not a panacea and we will be looking to ensure it genuinely helps the environment and doesn’t displace the problems.’
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Notes: 
1. ‘Gridlock to Growth – Choices And Challenges for the Future’, West Midlands Congestion Management Study Green Paper for discussion. September 2006. Published by Centro and the seven West Midlands Metropolitan Boroughs.

2. CPRE exists to promote the beauty, tranquillity and diversity of rural England by encouraging the sustainable use of land and other natural resources in town and country. We promote positive solutions for the long-term future of the countryside to ensure change values its natural and built environment. Our Patron is Her Majesty The Queen. We have 60,000 supporters, a branch in every county, nine regional groups, over 200 local groups and a national office in London. CPRE is a powerful combination of effective local action and strong national campaigning. Our President is Sir Max Hastings.

3. West Midlands Metropolitan Area Green Paper “Gridlock or Growth” – Response from the Campaign to Protect Rural England (West Midlands). Dec 2006. Key Comments:
1. CPRE agrees that Option A (continuing as we are) is not acceptable and that the increased congestion and environmental damage would be unacceptable. 
2. CPRE believes that Option B (behavioural change) should be pursued with increased vigour along with greater investment in an integrated public transport network. 
3. CPRE does not believe road building on any significant scale would solve the problem but would lead to worse congestion in the medium to long run. 
4. CPRE accepts that Road Charging will be required in the future and believes a national scheme is the best option, provided the charge is levied based on environmental as well as congestion criteria, however this is a longer term solution. 

5. CPRE agrees that in the interim it is appropriate to pursue a local congestion charging scheme. Both options 2 and 3 have advantages and disadvantages and we make more detailed comments further on in this paper, but we have not been able to favour either overall. 

6. The major concern we would have about any congestion charging scheme would be the potential for displacement of housing, employment and retail/leisure development into the Shires, as well as increased traffic on rural roads. We recommend an early examination of these issues to ensure strong mechanisms are in place if a scheme goes ahead to avoid such unintended impacts.
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