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Digging up the roads

One of the great irritations of urban life in Britain is the congestion caused by roadworks. Is anything being done about it?

How bad is the

“We have become one of the most road-
work-afflicted nations in the world,” says
London mayor Boris Johnson, “and it’s a
source of serious economic inefficiency.”
The AA estimates that there are 4 million
holes in the UK’s roads at any one time —
that’s one dug every seven seconds — and
300,000 of them are in London. In 2002,
an 800m stretch of Camden High Street
in north London was dug up 144 times,
while Glasgow’s Great Western Road
was excavated 233 times in 12 months.
Transport for London claims that 36%
of the capital’s traffic jams are caused by
roadworks, at a cost of £1bn a year. The
estimated national cost is £4.2bn in lost
time, business and delays. oo
How did get to this pass?

“I'm afraid it all goes back to Margaret Thatcher,” Johnson wrote
recently in The Daily Telegraph. Water, gas and phone companies
have long had the right to dig up the roads, but until Thatcher’s
privatisations in the 1980s that didn’t matter much, as there were
very few of them. But once competition was opened up, all that
changed: nationwide we now have 25 water companies, 22
electricity companies and 14 gas companies, all with the power to
excavate the roads and maintain their services to customers. And
the communications revolution has only added to the rash of
roadworks: fibre optics and the internet are bundled up in the
four million kilometres of cables and pipes now buried under
Britain’s streets. As a result, there are now 150 “statutory under-
takers” which only have to inform local councils of their intention
to carry out roadworks; and local councils, by law, can’t say no.

And why do they all have to dig the roads up at rush hour?
They don’t. In other countries, utility companies do not cause
British-scale disruption because they simply do not have the same
access to the roads, a hindrance which, among other things, spurs
them to seek technological alternatives to the costly business of
tearing up roads (see box). In France, new road surfaces can only
be broken in an ; in Scandinavia, panies must get
permission on a case-by-case basis; in Hong Kong digging up
theroads happens at night. It’s the

One of the 4 million holes in Britain’s roads

more time squabbling with each other
than actually digging up the roads to

lay high-speed cable”. But in any case, it’s
not primarily firms in the new-technology
sectors that drive most motorists insane.
Until a few years ago, according to the
RAC, the water companies were behind
twice as many excavations per month as
he telecoms, gas or electricity companies.

Why has reform proved so difficult?
Because rules are hard to enforce and
cause unintended consequences. Thus the
Tories passed the New Roads and Street
Works Act in 1991, forcing companies to
give notice of roadworks — the idea being
to help local councils co-ordinate holes

in the road — yet the legislation proved
toothless. In 2001, Labour introduced
fines of £2,000 per day for companies that
didn’t complete work on time, but again without much result —
the companies simply asked for much more time than they needed
to do the work. They also started digging many small holes —
easier to remedy if falling behind schedule — rather than a few
large ones. And this only served to increase disruption.

So what's the latest wheeze?

New powers introduced under the 2004 Traffic Management Act
will for the first time force companies who want to dig a hole to
apply for a permit and (unless it’s an emergency) pay up to £240
for it. Utilities will also be fined up to £2,500 if they go over the
permit’s allotted time. The intention is to reduce disruption by
forcing utilities to work more quickly, and making it easier for
local councils to plan ahead and get utilities to share trenches.
Lobbying by the utilities delayed implementation of the scheme,
but by January, 16 London boroughs and Kent County Council
had signed up to it. Johnson, however, thinks it still doesn’t go
far enough. Utilities, he says, will just apply for a four-week
permit to do a two-week job, with the result “that the boys

can have a full fortnight making tea and staring at the hole”.

What would Johnson prefer to see happen?
He'd like to see the utility companies pay a “rent” for the streets
ey dig up — at variable rates for the

same in Japan, where road workers
stop at Sam and place large sheets of
inch-thick steel plate over the holes,
ready to continue the next night. On
the other hand, Japan has less need to
dig up roads since power, phone, cable
TV and fibre-optic lines are strung
from unsightly poles above ground.

Are there benefits to our

Technology to the rescue
Lacking the power to dig where they like, many
foreign utilities have turned to “trenchless” tech-
nology (pioneered in the UK) to lay pipes and cables
without roads. This i thing from

size of road and time of day. In theory
this would incentivise them to finish
the job as soon as possible. But when
the plan was tried out (in Camden

“slip-lining”, where contractors use just one access
hole to slide a smaller plastic pipe through an
existing pipe, to “directional drilling”, in which a drill
is subterraneously guided via a computer. Britain’s

L y esti that this
new Il could reduce the public cost of

In theory, granting round-the-clock
ease of access to utility companies
should give us better services, even if it
does lead to more congestion. It hasn’t
always worked that way, though, not
least because the tab for digging up the
roads is higher in the UK than almost
anywhere else. Hence when it comes to
high-speed delivery of internet services,
the UK lags behind other (often
less-developed) countries — largely, says
techdigest.tv, because for years there
were too many “tin-pot little cable
companies with no money who spent

roadworks by up to 80%. However, it would also
increase the cost of road-digging to companies by
about 10%; so as things stand, there’s little reason
for UK companies to adopt the new technology.
Another innovation is a £2.2m project, part-funded
by the Government, to draw up the first compre-
hensive maps of the UK underworld, locating the
thousands of miles of pipes and cables buried under
our streets. This would make it far easier for utility
companies to co-ordinate trench-digging. In The
Netherlands, companies already have access to a
central database informing them not only of where
all the cables and pipes lie, but also of any other
company’s plans to dig up the road.

and Middlesbrough in 2003), utilities
simply passed the rental costs on to
their customers and didn’t change
their behaviour.

Might the new scheme work?
The rest of the country will be
watching. Permits will raise revenue,
but according to the National Joint
Utilities Group, which represents the
utilities, won’t do much to reduce
traffic. The utilities say roadworks
cause only 10% of congestion, and
50% of those are carried out by local
councils. Hence utilities are respons-
ible for just 5% of congestion, so even
if the companies halved their
hole-making, that would only mark a
2.5% reduction in congestion — for
which we will all pay handsomely.
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History of the NSG

A NSG created as the framework for street works and
associated notices

A Commonly regarded as definitive national street gazetteer

A Based on BS7666 but with inclusion of additional records

types
A NSG web site run on behalf of IDEA by the Ordnance

Survey 1999-2005, and since then by Intelligent
Addressing Ltd



A Streetworks

A Highway asset management

A Local Land and Property Gazetteer (LLPG)
A Cleansing, rubbish collection, recycling

A Fly tipping, abandoned cars

A Dog wardens

A CRM

A E-government

In fact any LA activity that is based on streets




2005 The crossroads

A Mapping Services Agreement between Local Authorities,
IDEA and data providers includes gazetteers for first time

A Local Authorities radicalised by addressing issues

A Realised we needed to get a grip of the NSG as:
1) it was now being used for many more purposes
2) not a consistent or regularly updated dataset
3) could be under threat from alternative products



Local authorities realised they had to
be PROACTIVE not
REACTIVE to change.

A Needed to understand reasons
for change

A Needed structure to push
change forward

A Needed to give confidence to
LSG custodians to take
ownership of NSG

A Needed leadership




A Proactive national custodian appointed

A Regional groups formed and meet quarterly

A National chairs group established to steer policy

A All 174 highway authorities now contribute regularly
A All now at level 3 and most at DTF7.1

A Motorways added to agreed standard

A Web site for uploads and downloads

A NSG accepted by DfT as network for TMA



A Traffic Management Act

A BS7666 2006

A Expanding local authority needs

A Technological changes (e.g. GIS, XML)

A Potential new users of NSG (e.g. police, fire)
A Rival products



A Plan for ahead to cope with the drivers for change
National Custodians and data entry convention group

A Current biggest challenge = Introduce change-only updates

But é.






