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The North East is facing some serious transport challenges. Lack of
investment, lack of capacity and a lack of delegated decision-making 
at a local level are holding back development of the region’s 
transport network.

Both the North East (NE) and the UK as a whole 
require a transport system which supports 
economic growth and improves quality of life.

Effective regional delivery is a vital part of the 
answer to our transport problems. ICE NE 
supports the introduction of integrated transport 
authorities. Government must commit to fully 
devolve powers and allow our metropolitan, 
urban and other areas to make their own 
decisions. Giving integrated transport authorities 
a strong influence over local transport across 
the board – buses, trains, highways and road 
traffic – will provide more effective public 
transport and freight distribution networks. 
Such new freedoms and flexibilities will help the 
NE tackle the difficult transport challenges with 
which it is faced.

North East - transport 
challenges
Capacity crisis
The NE’s links to national rail and road networks 
via the East Coast Main Line (ECML) and roads 
such as the A1, A19, A66 and A69 are of critical 
importance to the region’s economic prosperity. 
Congestion on sections of both networks is 
worsening, resulting in trains operating near to 
capacity and severe traffic congestion on the 
majority of the strategic road network. Such 
problems cannot be allowed to hinder the 
economic performance of the region.

A coordinated approach to transport 
infrastructure provision and maintenance would 
cater for future needs and realise both the 
economic and social regeneration potential of 
the NE. For example, investing a similar sum to 
that recently approved for the Tyne and Wear 
Metro (£300m) in the region’s rail network 
would deliver, in total, some £1.5bn of wider 
economic benefits, as well as having a positive 
impact on 85% of the NE’s population in terms 
of offering a real rail-based alternative to 
the car.

The main State of the Nation Transport report 
details ICE’s 10 step plan to address the 
challenge of reducing CO2 emissions and 
cutting congestion.

ICE’s 10 step plan:
1. Political consensus on transport strategy 
2. A 30-year national transport strategy
3. Integrated transport authorities for urban  
 areas
4. Integrated information on journey times,  
 cost and CO2 emissions
5. Faster infrastructure delivery 
6. Integrated travel services and ticketing
7. Enhanced public transport capacity and 
 reputation 
8. Rail freight and short sea shipping  
 capacity growth
9. Changing public behaviour 
10. Link revenue and funding
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Business cases are required for all major scheme 
applications for Department for Transport (DfT) 
funding. These often take months to complete 
and, for larger schemes, can cost in excess of £1m 
without any certainty of funding approval. The 
complexity of the business case documents means 
they can take the DfT months to assess and 
often require the provision of further supporting 
information.

This process is too long and too costly. It needs 
to feature an early sifting mechanism, enabling 
valuable resources to be concentrated on those 
schemes more likely to move forward. The time 
taken to get schemes through the planning 
process could be shortened drastically by 
streamlining the planning approval process. 
Speeding up delivery must be a priority. Ironically, 
construction is only the ‘tip of the iceberg’ – the 
10% of the process that the public see. The 
danger to a scheme lies below the water with 
the scheme justification process.

Lack of long-term planning
The NE suffers from the lack of a long-term 
commitment to maintaining and increasing 
funding levels and a general reluctance to commit 
to high-cost, critical infrastructure investment. 
This is further hampered by lack of a clear 
national transport policy.

The government must develop a long-term, 
30-year transport strategy. This should be 
supported by cross-party consensus, delivered in 
the NE through local mechanisms able to provide 
schemes on the ground and backed by a realistic 
funding package. This should be supplemented 
by five and 10 year target objectives. This 
programme should be funded centrally but 
managed regionally without significant political 
interference from the government.

already limited transport funds. A greater part of 
the trunk road network in the NE is classed as 
being ‘of regional significance’ than any other UK 
region which means that regional, rather than 
national, funding pays for improvements.

Only the A1(M)/A1 south of Newcastle, about 50 
miles in total, is designated as being of national 
importance. The rest of the network, including 
important links to Scotland and our sea and 
airports, is not. And although we are connected 
to the UK’s national road network, none of these 
connections are to motorway standard.

The NE receives the lowest of all the UK RFAs to 
improve regional trunk roads. Proposed 
improvements to the regional trunk road network 
will have a significant impact upon the RFA. 
The 2% year on year increase proposed in the 
extended RFA will only add to the problem of 
underinvestment, especially when compared to
construction inflation, currently running at around 
6% per year. Funding for essential highways 
maintenance is also inadequate and is reducing in 
real terms as the full cost of real inflation is 
not included.

Paralysis by analysis
Transport investment in the NE is hampered 
by the need to gain national level approval for 
regional schemes, necessitating lengthy reviews 
which can severely delay and hence increase the 
cost of a project. This approach favours funding
the patching-up of congestion and access 
problems instead of long-term, well-planned 
transport schemes.

Despite repeated calls for investment from 
businesses and development agencies - and 
transport studies which recommend the same 
schemes again and again - the vast majority of 
transport infrastructure projects in the region are 
never taken forward to delivery. Examples include: 

■  widening of the A1 Western Bypass
■  increasing track capacity on the ECML 
■  re-invigorating sub-regional rail lines 
■  providing higher standard road connections  
 to the rest of the UK

Lack of investment
Transport in the NE has suffered from a lack 
of investment over recent years. The last major 
infrastructure projects to be completed with 
public money were the A1 Newcastle Western 
Bypass, opened in 1991, and the Tyne and Wear 
Metro extension to Sunderland, opened in 2002. 
This underinvestment has resulted in increased 
congestion on the region’s road and rail networks 
and a lack of realistic alternatives to the private 
car for many areas.

Regional transport funding is allocated on a per 
capita basis, which means that the NE, with its 
low population density relative to the rest of the 
UK, will always be at a disadvantage. Transport 
needs are not just based on population, so a 
more equitable arrangement to account for other 
factors such as household incomes, car ownership 
levels, demographics and urban-rural 
characteristics should be considered.

Regional funding should exclude major 
Highways Agency schemes, now unfairly badged 
as ‘regional schemes’, which have to be 
delivered from regional funding allocations 
(RFAs). The RFA for transport in the NE in 
2007/08 was particularly disappointing, providing 
no increase over the previous year. This standstill 
has occurred at a time of increasing inflation and
a significant increase, well in excess of inflation, 
in the cost of Highways Agency schemes. As a 
result, it places a major burden on the region’s



Freight
The NE’s airports and seaports provide the region 
with the potential to make a real difference to 
congestion elsewhere on the strategic network, 
but improvements to both road and rail access 
are required to realise this. The recent approval 
for a deep sea container terminal at Teesport 
provides a northern dock for freight traffic serving 
the Midlands, the North and Scotland. It has the 
potential to reduce the volume of freight traffic on 
routes such as the M25, the M1, the M11, 
the A14(T) and the M6.

Time for action
The NE, like the rest of the UK, needs a clear 
transport strategy to follow, increased regional 
powers and secure funding with which to deliver 
it. This will allow us to plan and implement a 
coherent and integrated set of infrastructure 
improvements to address the NE’s own particular 
issues. These should include:

■  Affordable ‘quick wins’ for capacity  
 improvements to heavily congested routes  
 such as the A1 Newcastle and Gateshead  
 Western By-Pass, through widening and  
 demand management
■  Junction improvements along the A19(T)  
 in Tyne and Wear to deal with the suppressed  
 demand likely to be released by the opening  
 of the new Tyne Tunnel
■  The upgrading of the A1(M) between  
 Dishforth and Barton to motorway standard
■  The improvement of the whole of the A66  
 to dual carriageway between Scotch Corner  
 and the M6
 

■  Implementation of the Active Traffic and  
 Network Management Strategy for the A66,  
 A19 and A174 trunk roads in the Tees Valley,  
 which would be the first of its kind on a  
 non-motorway route in the UK, to support  
 long-term regeneration proposals
■  Increased capacity on the ECML for both local  
 and national passenger and freight services
■  Upgrading of the coastal rail line between  
 Sunderland and Teesside including the 
 development and implementation of the Tees  
 Valley Metro Project
■  Measures to encourage more freight  
 movement by sea via NE ports
■  Major investment in bus services and bus  
 priority measures to shorten journey times and  
 encourage increased patronage
■  Tram-Train systems to supplement existing  
 regional train services
■  Increased investment to maintain and extend  
 the Tyne and Wear Metro to Washington and  
 Durham
■  Better transport interchange facilities  
 including park and ride
■  The introduction of longer trains to increase  
 rail capacity
■  The re-opening of branch rail lines such as  
 Leamside to accommodate passenger and  
 freight services

These transport improvements would lead to 
more travel options for people in the region - 
more choice, less dependence on the car for every 
journey, and also on the roads for the transport 
of freight. This would in turn help lead to the 
achievement of ICE’s key transport goals for the 
whole country: cutting congestion and lowering 
CO2 emissions.

Lack of regional power
ICE NE welcomes the government’s move towards 
the regional devolvement of transport funding. 
However, too much power still rests with central 
government when important decisions are to be 
made. The NE must be given a full role in 
transport planning and implementation for 
regional scale investment.

The region should have a larger part to play in 
decisions made by national agencies such as the
Highways Agency and National Rail. So far the 
consultative provisions at a regional level have 
been acceptable but the final decisions have 
not been made regionally and this can have an 
adverse impact on regional plans. 

Public transport
Although the NE has the highest levels of public 
transport usage outside London, patronage is 
in decline. Public transport is fundamental to 
our long-term prosperity. Increases in private 
vehicle trips must be avoided or minimised. 
Congestion cannot be allowed to slow or 
strangle economic growth.

Public transport improvements coupled with 
demand management measures are needed in 
order to accommodate any increased demand 
for travel and encourage a change in behaviour. 
Helping existing networks perform better by 
giving the region a far greater say over rail and 
bus services is essential. The NE has a good base 
from which to start but support is needed for 
bus and rail-based schemes in Tyne and Wear, 
Durham, Sunderland and the Tees Valley.
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