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Whether or not you believe that traffic congestion in Edinburgh is at present serious there are aspects of the Council proposals and the forthcoming referendum which should be of concern to the Scottish Executive and to responsible inhabitants of the Nation's capital.

Referendum votes are restricted to a subset of people who live inside the city.  They will receive more of the benefits than voteless outsiders who will pay most of the charges.  This is taxation without representation.  It invites retaliation from councils of Fife and the Lothians, who can charge for goods moving into Edinburgh through their territory and for  people driving out.  Eventually, as used to happen in Afghanistan, we could have  traffic war-lords extorting as much as possible from all travellers regardless of the national interest. This prospect should alarm MSPs in every party.

The proposal runs counter to the fundamental European Community principle of the free movement of people and goods and so risks expensive and prolonged legal objections.

The uniform charge does not depend on the size of the vehicle, the pollution of its exhaust, the duration of the time it causes congestion, the ability of the driver to pay or the actual level of congestion at any time. People who drive polluting stretch-limos between the cordons can do so for 24 hours a day at no cost while others could pay £1000 a year for a daily 10 minute journey. 

Much of the revenue (two thirds in London) will be wasted by internal administration leaving a rather small fraction for transport improvements. Ken Livingston has said that we should not do it just for the money and now proposes a 60% increase in the London charge.

Licence plate recognition is not completely reliable.  In London a thousand people are needed to resolve uncertainties. Cameras are vulnerable to paint guns and plate-editing with black adhesive tape. There is a considerable expense in the fruitless prosecution of false identifications.

The proposed payment method is vindictive in its effects on honest but busy or forgetful people.

These objections can be overcome by a system which will be, and will feel to be, fair to everyone and can operate over the whole country, with rural drivers paying much less. It can take account of vehicle size, engine type and even driver wealth. It poses no threat to civil liberties.  There will be no false positives.  The capital cost will be less than £20 per vehicle for the entire vehicle life. Payment is convenient. Administration is cheap. Nearly all the revenue can go to useful purposes.

The technique is based on the counting of short radio pulses of various amplitudes broadcast at intervals from transmitters on every vehicle. The largest pulses an be detected at a range of say 200 metres and all of them from a range of say five metres. The total count will depend on how long a vehicle has been how close to how many others. This is what we mean by congestion. The number  can be multiplied by any social factor to reflect vehicle type or driver profile. Payment can be made from time to time at filling stations or at service intervals, with an audit at MoT tests, just as people pay gas or electricity bills. Many problems are solved if the the revenue is shared equally between people who turn up to vote at elections. A majority of voters will benefit and people will compete to produce less than average congestion. The return to rural communities and non-drivers could be very large.
A longer paper with outline designs for mechanics and electronics, details of fraud prevention and a list of possible additional features is available. In October 2003 it was presented to officials in Edinburgh Council whose only comment was that the new system had to be in place by 2006 so that there was no time to consider anything else.

