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Maidenhead favoured as Crossrail 1 gets go-ahead for Hybrid Bill

Maidenhead has been proposed as a more favoured western terminus than Richmond/Kingston for Line I of London's proposed Crossraillink. This is one of the findings of the Montague Report, commissioned by the Government in 2003 to assess the business case for the scheme.

The report broadly confirms proposals put forward by Cross London Rail Links Ltd, the company jointly set up by the SRA and TfL to develop the project. However, concerns remain over funding.

Announcing that an early application under a Hybrid Bill to construct the line would be introduced in Parliament, Transport Secretary Alistair Darling said, 'The report makes it clear Crossrail is needed, but that at a cost of £l0 billion it represents a huge challenge both to deliver and fund.'

Recommending Maidenhead as an alternative western limit of the line, the Montague Report found the case for a line to Richmond/Kingston to be weakly developed. This contributed to the report team's concerns regarding the scale and deliverability of Crossrail, and the number of interfaces between it and the rest of the network.

CLRL has accepted the report's route recommendation and has started further consultation based on services running to Maidenhead, prior to confirming the routes for which powers will be sought.

The route now being consulted on runs from Maidenhead and Heathrow through Paddington, Liverpool Street, then on to Shenfield via Stratford and Ebbsfleet via Canary Wharf.

On financing, CLRL can take encouragement from the report's conclusion that a price tag for the scheme of £10billion (2002 prices) is broadly correct and that this appears to deliver acceptable value for money. However, Montague points out that even with finance through Alternative Funding Mechanisms, this is not nearly enough to close a large funding gap.

The Transport Secretary has restated the Government's view that those who benefit from Crossrail should contribute substantially to its delivery. Further consultations aimed at resolving funding issues are to be held between the DfT, the Treasury, the Mayor of London and the capital's business and finance community before next summer.

Changes are also proposed at CLRL. With the impending demise of the SRA and in a move intended strengthen its structure for management of the Hybrid Bill, the company is to be reformed as a joint venture between the DfT and TfL - at least for the purposes of applying for powers to build Crossrail - with an independent chairman to be appointed.

Meanwhile, the DfT is updating the safeguarding already applied to the central Paddington-Liverpool Street section of the proposed route of the line.

Light rail loses in Government transport review

The Government has rejected plans for new light rail schemes in Leeds and South Hampshire, as well as Manchester's planned Phase 3 extensions to the Metrolink system.

The move, announced in Parliament by Transport Secretary Alistair Darling on 20 July, follows concerns raised in a National Audit Office report over the rising cost of these and other light rail projects.

'No Government could accept these schemes as they are on the basis of these cost escalations,' said Alistair Darling. 'We cannot therefore approve them.'

Among the NAO's findings was the revelation that new light rail projects on average cost over £3million per km more to build than those already constructed. The report suggests that this could in part be due to a more cautious approach to revenue risk-bearing by the private sector consortia that develop new systems.

The move has received a mixed response from the blocked schemes' promoters. In Leeds, where the Present Value of the public sector contribution to the Supertram scheme was capped at £355million but is now estimated at £500million, the announcement came as no surprise. Leeds City Council and West Yorkshire PTA are already working on a new bid that takes account of NAO recommendations. This will be submitted to the DfT in the autumn.

A more angry reaction came from councillors in Greater Manchester and in Portsmouth and Hampshire. The Government contribution required for Phase 3 of Metrolink rose from £282million in 2000 to £520million in 2002.

Greater Manchester PTA issued a statement condemning the announcement, and councillors staged a protest in Manchester city centre, demanding the sacking or resignation of the Transport Secretary.

Councillors in Portsmouth and Hampshire have vowed to fight on for the South Hampshire Rapid Transit project linking Portsmouth, Gosport and Fareham. Here the original Present Value was £170million but this has increased by £lOOmillion.

. £lOOmillion of funding within the Metrolink Phase 3 budget is required to support improvements to the existing Metrolink service - included were extra trams to address serious overcrowding, and urgent track renewal, particularly on the Bury line.

With no sign of a change of mind from the DfT, Phase 3 Metrolink bidders were asked in late July to submit revised b,ids. While 25% of the original funding was due to come from local authorities and businesses, the Passenger Transport Executive is now planning a higher local contribution to secure the future of the scheme.

The Secretary of State has already consented to the closure of the Oldham Loop heavy rail line, to allow it to be converted to light rail operation as part of the Metrolink route to Rochdale. Network Rail is expecting to continue operating the line, but the Department for Transport is understood to be unclear how the closure decision can be revoked, as there is no precedent. Tony Miles

