FAST Submission on Land Transport Rule Vehicle Dimensions and Mass Amendment [(No 2) 2009]

Introduction

This submission is made on behalf of the Forum for Auckland Sustainable Transport (FAST), a community organisation comprised of a range of Auckland community groups focused on transport issues.
FAST is opposed to the proposal to introduce bigger and heavier trucks onto New Zealand roads. FAST is principally concerned about the proposals to:

· increase the maximum weight of trucks using a permit on designated routes from 44 to 53 tonnes

· increase the allowable gross mass for a given first to last axle spacing

However, FAST also opposes the general tendency of the rule change to increase the mass and length of freight vehicles on all of our roads – for example, the proposal to increase the combined gross maximum mass of a towing vehicle and a simple trailer from 32 to 36 tonnes. 

FAST has 5 key reasons for seeing these aspects of the rule change as fundamentally flawed. These are outlined below and then described in more detail further on:
1. Increased Numbers of Larger Trucks. FAST believes that this rule change will bring about an increase in the absolute number of trucks and, especially, larger (53 tonne) trucks on NZ roads.
2. Lack of Information on the Likely Benefits and Costs of this Proposal. Not enough information has been provided by the NZTA to the public to allow them to accurately gauge the economic benefits or costs of this proposal.
3. Safety. Increasing the size/length of trucks will make roads more risky for other users.
4. Inefficient Energy Use and Unpredictable Oil Prices. Increasing the proportion of freight in NZ carried by trucks rather than rail will lower the energy efficiency of our transport sector and leave us ill-prepared for sudden swings in oil prices.
5. Environmental Pollution and Climate Change: More larger trucks will lead to increased air pollution from fine particles, noise pollution, and CO2 emissions.
Finally, refinements of the rule change that FAST would like to see if it goes ahead despite our opposition are stated in the conclusion.
1. Increased numbers of larger trucks. Many of the projected benefits of this rule change discussed in NZTA’s overview are based on the assumption that the rule change will lead to fewer trucks on New Zealand roads (because fewer large trucks will be needed to carry the same amount of freight). Too little information has been provided about how NZTA arrived at this conclusion for FAST to assess whether this assumption is correct.
However, FAST believes that this assumption is probably not correct. FAST notes:

· that vehicle surveys from overseas have shown that, in general, law changes increasing the maximum size of vehicles allowed on the road also lead to an increase in the total number of large trucks operating. For example, when the USA Congress passed legislation in 1982 that raised the maximum allowable mass for trucks, the total distance traveled by large trucks increased disproportionately fast (by 63%) in the next ten years according to the Federal Highway Administration.
· that by increasing the maximum allowable size of trucks in NZ without increasing the Road User Charges the rule change will give trucks a further economic advantage over rail as a method of transporting freight. This will increase the proportion of freight in NZ carried by truck. Coupled with the fact that NZTA anticipates the amount of freight to be transported in NZ will double over the next 20 years this suggests the rule change will lead to a substantial increase in the number of large (53 tonne) trucks on our road over the next 10 years.
2. Lack of information on the likely benefits and costs of this proposal. FAST is aware that a study by the Ministry of Transport (Review of the potential for increasing transport productivity through concessions on heavy vehicle mass and dimensions characteristics, 2007) suggested that increasing the mass of trucks to 53 tonnes could lead to a $250-500 million increase in GDP per year. However, since the details of how this benefit was calculated have not been made public FAST remains skeptical about the accuracy of this claim.

With regards to costs, FAST considers that the estimated cost that NZTA has suggested of $75 million to $100 million to prepare 300 bridges on state highways for the rule change is a considerable under-estimate of the total cost of the rule change. For example, it clearly does not include the costs of repairs to local roads and regional arterials. However, once again, not enough information has been provided to the public for FAST to assess how accurate this calculation of the costs is. FAST notes that research by the American Association of State Highway and Officials found that the relationship between increasing axle weights and damage to road surfaces is exponential, rather than linear. Therefore, even the small increase in weight per axle that the rule change is proposing could lead to a great deal more damage to road surfaces.
The rule change also does not provide any guidance to road controlling authorities as to what types of roads might be considered strong enough to deal with these heavier vehicles without excessive damage. Finally, there is nothing in the rule (or other legislation) to ensure that the extra road damage created by these heavier vehicles will be paid for by higher road-user charges. This would result, effectively, in other users of the road system “subsidizing” larger trucks through paying (through fuel tax or rates) for damage to state highways and local roads that these larger trucks caused. FAST notes that the last piece of research published about the cost of various modes of transport to society in NZ found trucks already only pay 56% of their full costs (Surface Transport Costs and Charges: Summary of Main Findings and Issues, Ministry of Transport, 2005)
3. Safety. Trucks are already disproportionately represented in road fatalities in New Zealand – a Ministry of Transport Truck Crash Factsheet (2007) shows that trucks were involved in 18% of fatal crashes in 2007 although they only travelled 7% of the total distance of vehicles on NZ roads in that year. 

To increase the length of trucks in NZ will make it even more difficult for them to turn tight corners or stay on their side of the road if they are driving on narrow, windy roads. This may increase the number of accidents they are involved in. While the NZTA intends the permit system to prevent large trucks from being driven on narrow, windy roads it seems that there is little guidance provided in the rule to prevent road controlling authorities from issuing larger trucks permits for unsuitable roads.

Increasing the mass of trucks will also mean they have a longer braking distance. According to the NZTA website 79 truck crashes between 2002 and 2007 were due to brake problems. FAST fears that unless the requirements for brake testing are tightened simultaneously to introducing this rule change then more crashes may occur.

4. Inefficient Energy Use and Peak Oil. As previously stated, FAST believes this rule change will give trucks a competitive advantage over rail and encourage a greater proportion of NZ’s freight to be transported by truck. This is particularly so since many of the routes that larger trucks will be given permits to use (major state highways) run parallel to rail routes in NZ.

Since rail is at least 5 times more energy efficient than trucks as a way of transporting freight, FAST believes shifting freight onto trucks will lower New Zealand’s energy efficiency. Moving more freight by truck will also make us more dependent on foreign oil imports. This seems unwise given that the 2009 Medium Term Oil-Market Report from the International Energy Agency states that the outlook for oil prices and supply is “very uncertain” and oil prices may well rebound in the near future.

Being overly dependent on oil-intensive modes of transportation also means that our economy is very vulnerable to sudden swings in oil prices – like the price increases in 2008. Rather than encouraging trucking to carry our freight it might be better for the NZTA to focus on electrifying our rail system: This would provide an energy-efficient way of transporting freight between cities and “future proof” us for changes in oil prices.

5. Environmental pollution and climate change. Because FAST believes this rule change will lead to more larger trucks on NZ roads it is concerned that this will lead to an increase in emissions of fine particles from trucks. Although large trucks do not generally spend a great deal of time in towns, FAST notes that the fine particles larger trucks will emit when traveling through towns (from ports to state highways, for example) will be harmful to New Zealander’s health. Noise pollution and vibrations from more larger trucks will also be a negative environmental consequence of the law change.

Finally, FAST is concerned that more larger trucks on NZ roads will greatly increase the transport sectors emissions of CO2 and other greenhouse gases. This is a serious concern given that:

· road transport was the sector with the most rapidly rising greenhouse gas emissions in 2007 (New Zealand’s Greenhouse Gas Inventory, Ministry for the Environment, 2008)
· it is now generally agreed that to prevent catastrophic climate change developed countries must urgently reduce their greenhouse gas emissions (Climate Change 2007: Synthesis Report, International Panel on Climate Change, 2007)
FAST is unclear as to whether or how these environmental costs have been included in the analyses of costs and benefits carried out by the Ministry for Transport and NZTA. However, FAST feels strongly that they should be included in analyses that are made available to the public in a transparent manner before any law change is implemented.
Conclusion
FAST opposes the law change for the reasons outlined above. Of particular concern to FAST is how the proposed changes will subsidize a less sustainable means of freight transportation (large trucks) and undermine a more sustainable means of freight transportation (rail). FAST believes that a more transparent and thorough analysis of the benefits and costs of this proposed rule change should be carried out before it is enacted.
If the law change is to go ahead despite FAST’s opposition FAST requests that:
· To avoid competing with more sustainable modes of transport, permits should only be issued for roads where rail or coastal shipping are not available as an alternative
· Road controlling authorities should only be allowed to issue permits for roads that meet certain safety standards (for example, they are not too narrow or have very tight bends)

· Requirements for brake-checks on all larger trucks should be made more rigorous

· The rule change should be brought in on a trial basis: After two years the trial should be assessed to see whether the number of trucks on NZ roads has truly decreased as a consequence and if this is not the case the costs/benefits of issuing permits should be re-evaluated

· Other road users and local authorities, not just trucking companies, should be consulted before permits can be issued

· A full and transparent review of what the cost of larger trucks will be in terms of road damage and repairs, safety, and air, noise, and emissions pollution should be undertaken. Road User Charges should then be revised to reflect these costs so that larger trucks pay all the costs that they inflict on society, rather than being subsidized by other road-users.
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