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M6 Toll Proposals : Staffordshire and Cheshire 

Questions and Answers

What is the Government doing?

In 2004 the Government consulted on whether it should withdraw its existing proposals to add one lane in each direction to the M6 in Staffordshire and Cheshire between Junction 11 (where the M6 Toll motorway joins the M6 north of Birmingham and 19 or 20 (between Lymm and Knutsford in North Cheshire) in favour of a toll road with two lanes in each direction next door funded by the Private Sector and paid for, as the M6 Toll is in Birmingham, by a toll on motorists.

98% of respondents rejected both alternatives and the Expressway proposal was almost universally rejected, including by Local Councils and Regional Assemblies.

Nevertheless, the Government claimed the results were inconclusive and the Highways Agency is currently undertaking a comparative study of the options which it is reporting to Ministers in the Summer. The aim is to remove one option and they are asking interested parties to comment on which they would prefer. Concept maps are available from the Agency.

Do we need a toll road parallel to the M6 in Staffordshire and Cheshire?

No. Traffic on the M6 in Staffordshire and Cheshire is within the capacity of those motorways. Even looking thirty years ahead and assuming traffic growth remains strong neither were anticipated by the Government’s study into the route (the West Midlands to North West Multi-Modal Study) to reach the levels of chronic congestion on the section of the M6 through Birmingham. And the further we look ahead the more we need to consider whether climate change, the price of oil and the use of electronic communications will effect, perhaps dramatically, the transportation of people and goods, reducing our predictions.

What did the Government's experts have to say?

The West Midlands to Manchester Multi Modal Study reported to Government in 2002 and its recommendations were largely accepted. It cost an estimated £2 million and looked at what was needed on the M6 corridor for the next thirty years. It recommended widening to four lanes, as part of a wider package of transport measures, but said it was ‘a matter of judgement’ whether this was better than a package including no widening at all. It dismissed widening to five lanes as having detrimental transport and planning consequences and placing too much reliance on roads as opposed to other forms of transport. It also rejected the concept of a new public motorway separate to the M6. 

It included a number of public transport proposals and recommended that motorway tolls might need to be imposed on the existing motorway after widening. There is no evidence that those public transport proposals are being pursued with the same vigour as the widening and in some cases, such as train services from Walsall to Stafford, there is going to be actual deterioration

Would the proposals be good for the environment?

No. The toll motorway would add to environmental impacts. More land would be needed and there would be greater potential for new development nearby. There would be significant impacts on countryside, villages and nature sites, but these cannot be judged without more detailed proposals. More broadly the Midlands to Manchester MMS said the only option compatible with achieving our commitments on reducing CO2 emissions (to combat Climate Change) was no widening at all. 

Two options are being considered for widening. Parallel widening involves building a new land on one side and symmetrical widening involves building on both. Local impacts would vary with different widening options and the conceptual maps do not allow those to be quantified. In some cases there are specific environmental obstacles, so neither option is clearly better.

What about existing environmental impacts?
There is an acknowledged problem with the current mitigation measures on the motorway, such as noise remediation, which could be addressed during any proposal, however it could also be addressed without widening.

What would be the impact on congestion?

Because congestion on this section of the motorway network is minimal, neither the toll road nor widening would lead to major improvements. Instead they would encourage long-term growth in traffic which would be likely to lead to additional congestion on the motorways in Manchester and Birmingham and on the approach roads which service this motorway.

What would be the impact on where people live?

Currently 12,500 people a year (net) leave the conurbations in the West Midlands for the Shires, The planning blueprint for the region (Regional Planning Guidance 2004) sets it as a key goal to reverse that out migration. Increasing the amount of motorway space in a corridor where the motorway has traditionally allowed people to leave the cities and commute back in will only exacerbate the problem with consequential social and environmental impacts.

A new draft policy on transport in the North West (Submitted Draft Regional Spatial Strategy, January 2006), states that: ‘The RTS (Regional Transport Strategy) also advocates policies and proposals which should contribute to reducing greenhouse gas emissions from the transport sector’ (Para. 10.2), which is clearly not the case for a new or widened motorway.
What would be the impact on how much people travel?

Overall travel would increase partly because of the movement of population to areas where people need to travel further for daily services. This would be exacerbated as the motorway expansion encouraged other people to travel further and more often to destinations further away for leisure, retail and work.

Would the proposals lead to further road building?
They could well do. A new motorway road in the Knutsford/Mere area of Cheshire, aiming to join the M6 and M56, has been rejected by the Secretary of State, specifically for its negative environmental impacts., but the road lobby would almost certainly try to get it reinstated. Similarly the road lobby is pressing for a motorway on the Western side of West Midlands.  A toll road could also be seen as a model for other motorways across the country.

How successful has the M6 Toll been?

The M6 Toll has not so far attracted the levels of traffic predicted and it is unclear whether it will. Much of the traffic on the current toll road previously used either the M1/A50/A500 route or the A5/A38 route. About 10% of traffic on the M6 through Birmingham and the Black Country has transferred to the M6 Toll. This has led to some reduction in traffic on the M6 but congestion remains endemic and the longer term predictions from the Public Inquiry are that traffic volumes will return to their original level (roughly 169,000 vehicles per day) once the whole system had settled down. Roads such as the M42 have seen increased traffic levels so congestion has, to some extent, simply moved round. The toll roads has also led to a replacement of car traffic by significant additional lorry traffic on the M6 itself adding to congestion and increasing road damage.

The benefits to motorists have to be paid for and, as previous work suggested, the cost to motorists appears to exceed the benefits. Not only do people generally believe they are saving more time than they actually are on the toll road but jams created elsewhere in the network create wider disbenefits (for example, on link roads) to motorists not using the toll road. 

Would the Second M6 Toll have the same amount of traffic as the first?

Unlikely. The M6 in Staffordshire and Cheshire carry much less traffic, Staffordshire the least. Critically the levels of traffic are usually below those where traffic flow breaks down and congestion starts. They do not, therefore, have the same potential market as the current M6 Toll from the M6 in the conurbation. It is also likely that the transfer from the A50/A500/M1 and A5/A38 has already been accounted for by the first toll road and would not be replicated on this one. It should certainly not be assumed that traffic on the current M6 Toll would necessarily use the second one if they knew the M6 was free running.

What about lorries?

The current toll road has few heavy goods vehicles on it. The Toll Company, Midland Expressway, have a free hand on toll rates and their initial charge led to few HGVs using it. They have just reduced that charge but there is no guarantee they will continue to keep it down if overall traffic volume rises. Despite strong arguments at the Public Inquiry the Secretary of State did not intervene to ensure they were obliged to take their fair share of lorries. There will be pressure for a different toll regime this time round, but the Government may be under pressure from the Private Sector to make the regime as liberal as possible. 

A related issue is the follow-on development. Areas, such as Stoke, have been identified for an expansion in warehousing (logistics). Applicants for new large warehouses will use the toll road to justify their schemes, however, once in place they may well take a commercial judgement not to use the road adding to lorry congestion on both the M6 and A roads. A study for the West Midlands Regional Assembly has suggested significantly more huge warehousing sites in the future in the region.

The small reduction in congestion on the M6 through Birmingham has already led to a significant increase of HGVs on that route (3,000 per day in the Black Country).

What would the motorway look like?

Although we have concept maps design features would be likely to develop. A toll road would probably have less junctions but bigger. The Highway Agency are assuming tolls would be largely electronic by the time it was built reducing the need for toll booths. 

There might well be at least one motorway service area and, dependent on whether MEL got the concession, a new control centre. There would be new planting and some mounding, although, in the case of the toll road, there would be less incentive to address deficits on the current motorway. There would be large scale lighting all alone the motorway, 

Isn’t the toll option good for the environment because it involves charging motorists?

Provided it is properly set up, a road user charging regime could help reduce the growth in traffic and its consequential impacts on congestion and Climate Change. However, that is only relevant if you are charging on the present road network. As long as the existing roads remains free at the point of use, tolling additional capacity simply increases traffic. 

What about the alternatives?

Friends of the Earth and the Campaign to Protect Rural England oppose any widening of the M6 in Staffordshire and Cheshire. We support many of the Public Transport proposals in the Midlands to Manchester MMS. Those who say we have to ‘meet the need’ on the motorways do not take into consideration the impact of extra traffic in our towns and cities. The real alternative isn’t to try and build more motorways in the countryside, wherever that is, but to address the underlying over-reliance on the car in our society

Is there a wider agenda?

We believe so. If the toll road is given the go ahead it could embed the principle of using this sort of financing to build new road infrastructure more generally. The Government appears to have already concluded that this method would cause less disruption to road users during construction than widening of the current road. If this toll road were built, other motorways such as the M42 and M25 could soon follow suit creating a toll motorway network parallel to the existing motorways, adding to congestion in our towns and cities everywhere, undermining the Government commitments on Climate Change and wrecking vast areas of the English countryside.

Surely the decisions been made and there’s nothing we can do?

No. The more people make their feelings felt the easier it will be to stop this proposal, as well as other toll motorway and widening schemes which might follow. 

Proposals for a Western Orbital Motorway of Birmingham and the Black Country and for a new motorway link between the M6 and M56 were successfully stopped because of a concerted and informed campaign by local people. Both the Government and the Private Sector will be judging how much opposition there will be to any proposal.
The current cost of the scheme is judged to be £2 billion. That means it will have to compete against other public spending priorities. In the case of a toll road it means the Private Sector would have to take a huge risk and lay out huge sums of money with a very limited market for their product or the Government would have to subsidise the scheme which would be highly unpopular with the toll paying public. 
The process through which the scheme will  be developed is a lengthy one, with construction only starting in the next decade. During that time there will be changes of Government. We also anticipate that as global environmental issues become more pronounced public opposition and the cost of fuel may influence the need and viability of any proposal.
Please write to your MP and ask him to raise the matter with the Minister responsible: Dr Stephen Ladyman MP.

Your MPs address will be: 
House of Commons, London, SW1A 1AA
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