To

MARK MAGEE 

Driver Safety Division 

Department for Transport 

                                                         FREEDOM OF INFORMATION ACT 2000· REQUEST F0002577

5 December 2006

Dear Mr Magee,

Thank you for your reply of 5th December on how the submission to the Transport Committee was prepared. While the information you have provided is most helpful, a few gaps remain that, as the head of the speed management division, you may well be able to  resolve and to that end I need to ask one or two more more questions. Before doing so however I wish to make some general points, set out below, cross-referenced to my original questions by the same paragraph numbers: 

4/  While I accept that there may be no single report that contains the direct comparisons of the cost effectiveness  requested by the Committee it is clear that more than sufficient data does exist to allow meaningful comparisons to be made:  Some forty Camera Partnerships (and at least one hundred annual reports) and also of course several PA Consulting/London University reviews surely contain all that anyone needs to know about cameras costs and benefits. TRL548 provides what the report itself describes as "statistically meaningful" data and states (para 3.3 pg 8) that "The signs cost around £5,000 plus the cost of supplying power". In any case actual cost data must be available from those authorities have installed such signs.

I therefore fail to understand why the Committee were first told that "it is difficult to undertake a direct comparison of the effectiveness of speed reduction measures" - and then given a comparison which was not just wildly inaccurate but very heavily skewed in favour of cameras, as I set out below in paragraphs (i) to (vii). Similarly, I fail to understand why the existence of TRL548, probably the most comprehensive report available on flashing signs was not even mentioned in the submission, and have to wonder whether those who drafted the submisson were even aware of it. 

Problem (i) -  Sites:  Use of data from only one site of each type - including single digit casualty reductions - made the comparison virtually meaningless in statistical terms. (Incidentally, although I downloaded the whole Guide from your web site, Appendix A contains no data)

Problem (ii)- Accident Rates: That the camera site had almost double the "before" accident rate of the flashing sign site inherently limits the potential benefits of the latter compared to the former, all the more significant given that the reduction at the camera site was from 5.8pa to 3.6pa and at the flashing sign site from 3.1pa to zero. 

Problem (iii)- Percent or Numerical?: For the above reason the logical parameters to carry forward to the cost effectiveness comparison were the pecentage reductions (38% and 100% respectively) not the numerical reductions of 3.2 and 3.1. In passing I note that Camera Partnerships almost always use percentage comparisons. That error alone skewed the comparison -flawed as it was - by a factor of 2.7 to 1.

Problem (iv) and original question 7: First Year Figures: While I accept that the first year rate of return may well be appropriate in some projects, it cannot be appropriate when comparing cost effectiveness of cameras and signs which are used for many years, and especially so when over those years cameras have high recurring costs and flashing signs virtually none. The only rational basis for cost comparison would have been total costs amortised over at least 5 or arguably 10 years. Here again the choice of data heavily skews the comparison in favour of cameras.

Problem (v) and original question 6 - Camera Costs:  As above, I have not been able to see the Appendix 1 data to which you refer but I flatly refuse to believe that installing and then operating a speed camera for a year could cost as little as £7,000, not least because the media have frequently reported costs of the order of £30,000 to install and £30,000 pa to operate, It was that strange figure that made me ask you whether "on-costs such as (a) staff and overheads at speed camera partnerships (b) legal and court costs (c) police time and (d) fine income (as a cost reduction) were included in these calculations". 

You replied that none had been, yet I am at a loss to understand how cost figures for speed cameras could sensibly exclude costs such as (a), (b) or (c) which are inherent and inescapable. This is all the more inappropriate given that cameras inevitably incur these costs while flashing signs do not. Once again the result is to skew the comparison heavily in favour of cameras.

Because the £7,000 figure was so absurdly low compared to figures long in the public domain I wondered ((d) above)  whether this was because fine income had been deducted from the cost figure - the sort of accountancy one might expect from Enron. I am pleased to see that this is not the case - or at least, that no such deduction was made by the DfT. However the fact remains that the £7,000 figure, which you tell me was provided to you by the traffic authorities, is literally incredible and I can only wonder - and try to find out - how the authority which provided that figure arrived at it.

I happens to have the 3rd annual report (see http://www.speedaware.org.uk) of the West Mercia Partnership, for 2005/6. The total operating costs of this Partnership, which now has some 100 sites and routes  are roughly £2.4m pa. It is not clear how many sites were installed in 2005/6 but the costs given for site identification and preparation total £513,658. This being their third year but noting that, as the report states, political uncertainty surrounding the May election hindered decisions on new sites, we might guess that perhaps one  quarter of the 82 sites and routes added by this partnership were added in 2005/6. In that case average installation cost would be of the order of £25,000 per camera and operating costs per camera of the order of £19,000 pa, a first year total of the order of £43,000 - six times the figure given to the Committee (and even that excludes legal, police and court costs which should in any my view be included). I do not of course claim that these figures are precise, but I believe that they confirm that the £7,000 figure is nonsensical.

Problem (vi) The first year cost given for the flashing sign is £14,000, almost 3 times the figure given by TRL548. In addition, it is simply not credible that a flashing sign, which is substantially less complex than a speed cameras and has virtually no running costs, could cost twice as much to install and run for a year. I repeat, simply not credible. Again, as Appendix A contains no data I am as yet unable to understand how that figure was derived but I intend to find out.

Problem (vii) Overall Skewing:  In my view the appropriate figures to use for speed cameras are at least £25,000 for installation  and at least £20,000 pa to operate, over a ten year period approximately £225,000. For flashing signs the installation cost would be no more than £10,000 with effectively zero running costs, a ten year total of £10,000 - some 22 times less than cameras. Yet the submission used 2 to 1 the other way - misrepresenting the reality by a factor of the order of 44 to 1. It is in this context that I fail to understand why the Committee were told in the first place that no real comparison was possible - and then given one that was so demonstrably nonsensical!

In addition to the skewing of costs, there is also of course the skewing of accident reductions by a factor of 2.7 (see (iii) above) taking the total discrepancy to something like 100 to 1 - in other words the 12% greater cost effectiveness of cameras that the Committe reported is in reality massively the other way. I do  not of course claim that my figures are precise, only that the cost effectiveness advantage of signs over cameras is so massive as to make precise figures uneccessary and continuation -let alone expansion - of the speed camera network unsupportable.

On a different issue, your statement of where speed cameras and flashing signs tend to be deployed, I fully accept that flashing signs make more sense at particular points such as bends or junctions on roads which are otherwise problem free. What I am unable to envisage is any location where speed cameras make more sense than flashing signs, not only because flashing signs seem to be significantly more effective than cameras (in part because of their immediate rathere than delayed effect on drivers) but because their vastly lower costs mean that for the same money far more flashing signs could be used to achieve very substantially greater benefits - and without the growing public resentment and worsening relations between police and public. Which, after all, would provide the same benefit - fifty signs or one camera?

Finally - my further FoI requests:

(9) Please copy to me any and all documents, including memos, drafts and reasoning that led to the final version of the data shown in the submission. Please include any records of what attempts were made to identify and quantify relevant data that might be available from other sources and anything that indicates who was and who was not aware of the existence of TRL548. Please include also any information relating to the decision not to mention TRL548.

(10) Please copy ro me all the relevant data from Appendix 1, or advise me where I might find it. I assume that this data,  provided by other authorities, will include sufficient detail for me to be able to contact them for further information.

(11) Please copy to me, now and until these issues are resolved, documents such as notes, memos, emails etc relating to the DfT's assessment of the points I have raised, and what the DfT intends to do to correct the misleading information in the submission.

I need hardly add that large numbers of lives and even larger numbers of injuries are heavily dependant on the best possible decisions being made on road safety matters, and it is for these reasons that I take these issues so seriously.

It would be helpful if you would reply by email - I need no paper copy.

Yours sincerely

Idris Francis

MARK MAGEE 

Driver Safety Division 

Department for Transport 

                                                         FREEDOM OF INFORMATION ACT 2000· REQUEST F0002577

Dear Mr Magee,

Further to my email sent on the 11th of December, I have now established not only received from one Camera Partnership accounting data which confirms operating costs of many tens of thousands of pounds per annum per camera, but more importantly, this in the PA Consulting 4th report on speed cameras available on your own web site:

(http://www.dft.gov.uk/stellent/groups/dft_rdsafety/documents/page/dft_rdsafety_610815.hcsp)

The report was published in December 2005. Appendix F starting on pg 109 reads as follows:

"F.1 Detailed cost and income analysis The table below summarises the receipts (partnership income from fines paid by speed and red-light offenders) against the costs incurred, by partnerships for the fourth year of the programme (these were obtained from the DfT safety camera programme office)"

end quote

The full page list of camera partnerships, costs and receipts (pg 110) gives totals . The areas not included are Durham, North Yorkshire and Gloucestershire and all of Scotland and Wales. The totals are as follows:

Income                                      £118,652,704

Capital Expenditure                      29,299,538

Revenue Expenditure                  65,384,954

Year and total Expenditure          95,820,870

Surplus                                          22,831,834

FPN paid                                         1,977,545

Cost per FPN Paid                                      33.06

end quote

The report also states (pg 6) that

"Areas provided detailed casualty information before and after the introduction of cost recovery for over 4,100 sites" 

The total expenditure pa of £95,820,870, divided by 4,100 = £23,400 per camera site. It is well known however - and is indeed publicised by camera partnerships - that many camera housings are empty  at any given moment as the available cameras are circulated around the various sites. Appendix E (pg 101) states that:

"The number of cameras that have contributed data to the speed analysis is 1,876. Of these 1,059 are new".

The total expenditure pa of £95,820,870, divided by 1,876 = £51,000 per camera.

This figure includes, as shown, both routine and capital costs, so we need to allow for depreciation policy. We do not know the rate at which depreciation of capital equipment has been accounted for in these figures, but we CAN establish the following:

If each new camera were depreciated to zero in its first year (unlikely) the capital expenditure shown as £29,299,538 would have been spent entirely on the 1059 new cameras, at £26,125 per camera - significantly less than the media have frequently reported.

If however - and more sensibly - the figure of £29,299,538 represents one year's depreciation of the 1,876 cameras, that would be £15,600 per camera per year, so (if the equipment is written down over three years) the initial cost per camera would be £46,900,  or (if written off over five years) an initial cost per camera of £78,000 .

The PA Consulting report shows (pg 81)

"Table 6.1 Total programme receipts and costs* per annum for the four years (excluding grants)"

*Source: DFT Safety Camera Programme Office"

In other words, while your officials were compiling the figures to answer the Select Committee's question about cost effectivenes, and quoting a single figure of £7,000 from a single authority, your Department alreay had on record these figures for almost every member of the Camera Partnership!

Furthermore, even a glance at these records would have shown the £7,000 figure to be preposterous, even if that had not already been obvious to anyone with the slightest knowledge of equipment or operating costs.

Please take the above into account when replying to my previous email

Yours fathfully,

Idris Francis

