
 The current government, 
like its predecessor, has 
made a commitment to 
increasing national wealth 
and to narrowing the 
productivity gap between 
London and the South 

East and the rest of England. Following the 
recommendations of Lord Heseltine in his 

report, No Stone Unturned in Pursuit of Growth 
(2012), which argued strongly that local 
decision making leads to better decisions than 
those made centrally, George Osborne made 
his Northern Powerhouse speech shortly after 
the May 2015 general election. The chancellor 
made clear his desire to achieve growth 
through infrastructure investment, much of 
it in transport links, and by the devolution of 

decision making to the great English cities 
of the North and the Midlands and their 
surrounding regions. The speech foreshadowed 
the Cities and Local Government Devolution 
Bill (Cities Bill) which is expected to become 
law early next year.

The Cities Bill builds upon the Combined 
Authorities model created under the coalition, 
initially in those metropolitan areas which had 
become Integrated Transport Authorities with 
Passenger Transport Executives. The model 
is not confined to urban areas but can also be 
adapted for rural counties, where Cornwall 
is leading the way. The Cities Bill deals with 
political accountability and it is clear that fully 
devolved powers will not be available to city 
regions unless the longstanding City Leader 
arrangement is replaced with a directly-elected 
mayor. While devolution in Greater London 
has worked well and Transport for London, 
one of the London mayor’s functional bodies, 
is internationally recognised as an efficient 
and effective transport authority, the Cities 
Bill does not provide for a directly elected 
assembly to which the mayor is answerable but 
instead uses the existing local electoral system. 
The Cities Bill enables flexibility: the specific 
powers a city or region will get depend on the 
proposals it submits to the government.

It is important to recognise that the Cities 
Bill is not about transport in isolation - it is 
about housing and economic regeneration, 
education, skills and jobs for which transport 
is a facilitator. So far the Transport Select 
Committee has not examined the bill and 
it was not preceded by public consultation. 
The Independent Transport Commission 
(ITC) has nonetheless been following the 
devolution proposals throughout 2015 and 
has canvassed the views of its membership 
comprising organisations involved 
domestically and internationally in passenger 
and goods transport and land use. Broadly, the 
proposals and their transport implications 
have been welcomed and concerns about 
democratic accountability and funding 
have been answered by the bill’s provisions 
and recent announcements. Details of the 
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promised funding arrangements to accompany 
the powers in the bill are expected in the 
chancellor’s forthcoming Spending Review. 
However, at the recent Conservative Party 
Conference the chancellor announced that 
powers to retain, reduce and, in limited 
circumstances, increase business rates will be 
part of the devolution settlement. 

Other key concerns for transport which have 
emerged are identified below.

National versus Local
The current theory is that the Department for 
Transport holds policy oversight in England 
and broadly oversees the national rail and 
road networks and necessary co-ordination 
with local schemes and operations. The DfT 
retains control of rail franchising in England 
with tentative steps towards more community 
rail. The international gateways - ports and 
airports - are not owned by central government 
although they do impact on the economy and as 
the recent problems over access to the Channel 
Ports and stacking on the M20 have illustrated 
there is a need for central involvement.

The greater powers and influence of city 
regions as a result of further devolution is likely 
to create more interfaces and wider impacts 
from any local economic expansion plans on 
the national networks. Unfortunately, there is 
no National Transport Strategy and nothing in 
the Cities Bill to deal with this conflict.

The ITC places hope in the new National 
Infrastructure Commission (NIC) whose 
first tasks involve looking at transport issues 
facing London and the northern cities. The 
NIC’s remit is not yet statutorily based but it 
is expected to produce national infrastructure 
strategies and the ITC considers that local/
regional transport planning and co-ordination 
will need to fit within these. The government 
already recognises the need for the northern 
cities to work together beyond Combined 
Authority boundaries through the creation of 
Rail North and Transport for the North.

Integrated transport including  
fares and ticketing 
There is an expectation that greater 
devolution could lead to better integrated 
transport services, and London under TfL is 
of course a leading example. The increasing 
extent of rail concessions rather than 
franchises has contributed to matters such as 

improved disabled access between heavy rail 
and the Underground as well as integrated 
fares and ticketing. However, London has a 
much denser and wider transport network 
than elsewhere. The new devolution model 
gives scope for each area to agree a devolution 
deal with central government appropriate 
for its locality and aspirations and it is hoped 
that existing experience where private sector 
operators have been able to achieve good levels 
of public transport integration in cities can 
also be built upon.

It is anticipated that passengers in the 
devolved areas will also be able to benefit from 
fares integration and that the new funding 
model will put the Combined Authorities in 
a position similar to that of TfL, where they 
can take the revenue risk that enables such 
arrangements. A number of devolution deals 
include a move to smart ticketing, but it is 
important that such systems are up to date 
and anticipate future payment trends. Smart 
ticketing can be useful in reducing the costs 
of ticketing and in increasing ridership, while 
also allowing the collection and analysis of 
useful travel data. Technological advances 
mean that Oyster-like smartcard systems are 
already being overtaken with new account 
based and contactless charging mechanisms 
and devolved areas can benefit from the 
experience of London and other international 
cities in implementing such schemes. They will 
provide the opportunity to implement a travel 
policy that can encourage and discourage 
certain travel behaviours while supporting 
wider transport and land use policies.

Resourcing and expertise
The politicians and officials making decisions 
with transport implications in the new devolved 
authorities will need appropriate experience 
and resources to plan and deliver complex 
transport projects, recognising for example 
the significance of international gateways, 
and to implement a coherent strategic vision 
across the fields of transport and land use. 
Although there have been success stories such 
as Manchester’s delivery of Metrolink and 
Nottingham’s expansion of the NET tram 
system, there are concerns as to whether all the 
skills necessary will be available, or whether 
sufficient funding will be available to attract 
the expertise, particularly in those places which 
have not absorbed a PTE. Concerns also exist 

about the micro-management of transport 
outcomes locally without due accountability 
to voters. It is likely that further attention will 
need to be given to recruitment and training in 
order to bolster the delivery of local/regional 
transport policies and schemes.

Non-urban areas 
While most of the discussion around the 
Cities Bill has focused on metropolitan and 
other urban areas the devolution policy is 
intended to apply also to rural areas. Cornwall 
could be an instructive pilot scheme: it has a 
devolution deal that will enable it to franchise 
bus services and to introduce a smart ticketing 
system without becoming a Combined 
Authority or moving to an elected mayor, 
although the government has said further 
devolution will require strengthening of local 
leadership and accountability.

Rural areas are typically less densely 
populated, disproportionately ageing and 
have a much higher dependence on car use 
than urban areas. It is difficult in such places 
for public transport operators to make a 
viable commercial return. Technology might 
improve how community transport services 
are provided and used by aggregating demand. 
The issues of how rural areas will have 
sufficient voice and funding to be able to get 
the transport schemes that they need remains 
unsolved. This might be even more difficult 
where the rural area is in the hinterland of a 
Combined Authority with an urban population 
of much greater prominence and the new 
arrangements will not necessarily ensure that 
the different needs of rural areas are met.

In conclusion, the Cities and Local 
Government Devolution Bill is not a transport 
measure but combined with wider devolution 
policy will have significant impacts on England’s 
transport system which need to be recognised, 
debated and in some cases moderated. 
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