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Traders left fuming as Oxford car ban is tipped for award
By Stewart Payne
(Filed: 22/03/2002) 
CAMPAIGNERS who believe that a buses-only transport policy in Oxford will be the ruination of traders, reacted with dismay to the news yesterday that the much-criticised scheme has been nominated for a government-backed award.

"It is the Titanic award for seaworthiness," said Roger Rosewell, who is leading a campaign to have the scheme scrapped. He said that the initials of the ridiculed Oxford Transport Strategy (OTS) stand in the minds of most people for "Out of Town Shopping".

"People are, quite literally, being driven elsewhere - anywhere in fact other than Oxford. We have gridlock in the outskirts and one of the most beautiful city centres in Europe has been turned into a gigantic bus lane with official graffiti everywhere telling us what we can't do.

"Many retailers have experienced a drop in trade in double figures while a form of transportation political correctness rides roughshod over the wishes of ordinary people.

"We live in theory land where planners impose their ideas upon us, regardless of the consequences, and end up getting an award from New Labour even though the strategy plainly isn't working. This is a luvvies award - an award for doing it, not for doing it well."

The OTS, which has seen a marked increase in bus use as motorists are forced to leave their cars in park-and-ride car parks on the outskirts, is the major reason for Oxford city council being nominated for the title Local Authority of the Year in the National Transport Awards, to be judged in June.

The judges include Professor David Begg, chairman of the Commission for Integrated Transport, which advises the Government on transport policy matters. Oxford's nomination recognises the council's "success in improving bus services", in particular new bus priority measures. 

Roy Tudor Hughes, the council's executive member for transport, said the nomination was in "recognition of our transport work", adding that the Transport Department had already acknowledged the council's achievements by providing funding for the region's policies.

However, Mr Rosewell said the city was "in the grip of an obsession". He is the spokesman for Rescue Oxford, a pressure group made up of retailers, some of whom experienced a 17 per cent drop in trade when the OTS was introduced in June 1999.

Mr Rosewell says that some risk closure. "The big chain stores may be able to sustain such loses but the independents cannot.

"We need a balanced transport strategy which recognises the importance of the car to the commercial viability of businesses."

The OTS has been widely ridiculed, particularly by the BBC television programme Top Gear. Local newspapers have carried dozens of articles containing criticism of the OTS but the county council and the city council remain committed to it and say that teething problems are being ironed out.

LEADER COLUMN

Oxford's prize jam
(Filed: 22/03/2002) 
OXFORD has been shortlisted for a glittering prize. The county council may have the thrill of getting a National Transport Award for being the "Local Authority of the Year". 

The centrepiece of its triumphant success, if so it proves to be, will be the City of Oxford itself, which is an emblem of the "integrated transport" future we were once promised by John Prescott. In Oxford, the dreaming Deputy Prime Minister has finally seen his fantasies fulfilled. Much of the centre has been pedestrianised, cars have been all but banned and Buses Rule OK. Those coming from outside the city are told to leave their cars on the outskirts and take a bus.

Unfortunately, this new paradise through traffic management has met with the ungrateful contempt and anger of those who live in and around Oxford. Shops and restaurants say they have lost business. People take their custom instead to Reading, High Wycombe, Banbury, Cheltenham . . . anywhere to avoid the misery of trying to get into Oxford. The ancient streets have been uglified. The High Street has been described as "a glorified bus lane" and Broad Street as "a car park without the cars". "Official graffiti" - meaning brash notices forbidding things, bollards and so on - deface the historic architecture.

But none of that matters when it comes to transport prizes. It is claimed that bus use has gone up. Pollution in the carless streets has, unsurprisingly, gone down. Targets have been met and theories put into practice. The irony is that car use in Oxford had previously been quite stable for a quarter of a century. Somehow people managed with the congestion and adapted to it. The town had an unplanned buzz about it. 

Soon another city will adopt anti-car policies. Watch out, London. You may get a prize, too.

