F/ Gross Discrepancies in Cost Effectiveness  Comparisons of  Cameras and Vehicle Activated Signs

F.1    In January 2003 the Department for Transport (DfT) published TRL548 (F.21), “a large-scale evaluation of vehicle-activated signs” (VAS) carried out by the Transport Research Laboratory (TRL). The accident and casualty reduction figures shown in the report were at least comparable to, and arguably better than, those routinely claimed for speed cameras while installation costs quoted of about £5,000 compared to £40,000 or more for a camera, while running costs were very substantially lower. (F.22) Despite the remarkable advantage in cost-effectiveness of signs over cameras revealed by TRL548 (which the DfT had itself commissioned) its findings were largely ignored while the speed camera programme continued to expand. 

F.2      In 2006 Dr. Stephen Ladyman explained to this Committee (October Report (F.22) that funding of partnerships directly from fines would end because “it was clear to us that, in certain areas, partnerships had formed which might be minded to look first for a road camera based solution rather than a better and perhaps more cost effective solution.” (par. 116 pg. 40, Q345 pg. EV112 , Q345 par. 18 pg. EV156). Quite logically, the Committee then asked for cost effectiveness comparisons of those alternative methods. 

F.3     Astonishingly the DfT response (F.24, pg. EV156 onwards) on the VAS alternative failed to mention TRL548 at all!  Having first claimed – wrongly - that no such comparison was possible, Dr. Ladyman then submitted one, based on low single-figure, and therefore statistically meaningless, accident numbers from just one camera site and one VAS site! 

F.4   Using that accident data and wildly inaccurate cost figures (F.24 pg. EV157 onwards) the DfT purported to calculate a 12% cost effectiveness advantage for cameras over signs, in direct conflict with the massive advantage for signs evident from TRL548. 

F.5       Despite the self-evidently flawed data, analysis and bottom line comparison, and the surely surprising finding that Dr. Ladyman’s reason for changing the funding system, “perhaps more cost effective measures” did not now exist, the Committee accepted the figures and called for more speed cameras on the basis that “A more cost effective measure for reducing speeds and casualties has yet to be introduced.”  (F.24 par. 118 pg. 40). No recommendation was made for more signs, despite their only marginal difference in cost effectiveness.

F.6      However the DfT figures and analysis (F.24 pgs. EV157 and EV 158) were bogus and skewed the comparison in favour of camera by a factor of about 50 to 1 (see independent Auditor’s Report F.42 to F.46) in the following ways:

F.6(a)   The cost of the camera installation was massively understated at £7.500, ignoring not only the £32,000 cost of the camera itself but also the costs of the penalty system, the Camera Partnerships and defendants. The real  average cost, confirmed by the 4th year report, is in fact about £52,000 pa.

F.6(b)    The £14,00 cost of the sign site was implied to be for 1 sign but was actually for 2, though it did not affecting the bottom line comparison – the April 23 adjustment by Dr. Ladyman was just another childish  error.

F.6(c)    Only the first year costs were compared, thus ignoring the massively disparity in  annual operating costs of £25,000+ pa. for a camera but only £250 for a sign. (see audit)

F.6(d)     The signs reduced crashes by 3.1 to zero (100%) while the camera reduced them by 2.2, from 5.8 to 3.6 (38%), signs being therefore 2.6 (100/38) times more effective than the camera, but the spurious figure used in the DfT comparison was only 1.4 times (3.1/2.2), thus skewing the result by 85% in favour of cameras.

F.6(e)    By these various means what was in reality a cost effectiveness benefit of at least 50 to 1 in favour of signs was transformed into a 12% benefit in favour of cameras. I find it impossible to believe that this series of gross errors that collectively skewed the result by more than 50 to 1, could have been made by honest mistake, or that if it had been that others who saw the ludicrous answers could have failed to realise that the figures were wrong. Further, that Transcom and the DfT both replied to me in writing (see below) flatly denying that the figures were misleading serves only to confirm their intention to deceive.

F.7      Having been aware of the correct comparison ever since TRL548 was published in 2003 I wrote on 8th November 2006 (F.25) to every member of the Transport Committee pointing out that Dr. Ladyman’s figures were self-evident nonsense, and I copied that letter to Dr. Ladyman and the DfT.

F.8      Dr. Ladyman failed to respond but I received a dismissive reply from Mrs. Dunwoody (F.24) dated 4th December 2006 stating that the Committee “did not feel it had been misled by the Government over the relative cost effectiveness of speed cameras and flashing signs.”

F.9     On the 17th of January 2007 Mark Magee, head of the Speed Management branch of the DfT, wrote to tell me (F.25) inter alia that “the department does not accept that misleading information was contained in the memorandum”. Mr. Magee also told me that his reply had been delayed while the Department’s lawyers approved it.

F.10     On the 17th of March 2007, using data obtained under the Freedom of Information Act, I wrote again (F.30) to this Committee and to all its members, providing irrefutable evidence (F.26, F.27, F.28, F.29) that the data and comparison were wildly wrong and copied that letter and information to Dr. Ladyman and the DfT.

F.11    On the 20th of March Mrs. Dunwoody replied (F.31) to tell me that she had “forwarded a copy of (my) letter to the Clerk for our records….” and by implication that she would took no other action over these proven errors.

F.12    On the 3rd of April I wrote again to Mrs. Dunwoody (F.32) and Dr. Ladyman (F.33) to protest about their failure to admit these gross errors. Mrs Dunwoody failed to reply then or since. On the 23rd of April Dr. Ladyman however wrote to the Committee (F.34) finally admitting that his figures were wrong and that:

F.12(a)   The £7,500 figure for the cost of the camera had failed to include the (£32,000) cost of the camera itself.

F.12(b)  The £14,000  stated had paid for two signs not one.

F.12(c)   The cost effectiveness comparison was not the 12 to 10.6 in favour of cameras but  2.3 to 21.3 (ie 9 to 1 in favour of signs.  However, while the cost effectiveness figure for cameras had been reduced from 12 to 2.3 in the ratio of £40,000 to £7,500, this still ignored all the other high costs of the camera (F.6(c)) and the statistical discrepancy (F.6(d)) which combine to take the real difference to well over 50 to 1, not 9 to 1.

The change from 10.6 to 21.3 because there were 2 signs not 1 was yet another mistake by Dr. Ladyman, because the cost effectiveness of the site was determined by the 3.1 accidents pa. reduction for £14,000 cost, regardless of the number of signs the £14,000 paid for.

F.13    Dr. Ladyman’s letter claimed that the figures had been given  “in good faith” and that “we (he and the DfT) could not reasonably have known” that the figures were wrong! Any man in the street who reads newspaper reports on the activities of Captain Gatso knows that cameras cost tens of thousands of pounds,  and innumerable official reports show average costs of £50,000 pa. – yet Dr. Ladyman and the DfT “could not reasonably have known”? Pull the other one, Dr. Ladyman!
F.14    Dr. Ladyman then claimed that signs being 9 times more cost effective need make no difference to the Committee’s recommendation for more cameras but not for signs because the two systems “are used in different circumstances, cameras for “excessive speeds”, and signs for “inappropriate” speeds”. This is semantic, self-serving tripe! Even if some sites are suitable for cameras but not signs and others for signs but not cameras (though I doubt it), it still makes no sense to spend £50,000 pa for one camera (likely to eliminate 2 accidents pa.) when the same money could pay for 50 or more signs, each of which would be likely to eliminate 3 accidents a year, or 150 total. Those who spend public money have a statutory duty of care to spend it as effectively as reasonably possible, and that duty has clearly been breached by recommending more cameras rather than signs.

F.16   On 26th April, astonishingly, Mrs. Dunwoody replied to Dr. Ladyman (F.35), accepting his explanation and figures, being either unable or unwilling to recognise them for the nonsense they were.       Mrs. Dunwoody and Dr. Ladyman have both failed to respond at all to my further letters (F.37, F.38, F.38 and F.36 respectively while the DfT have still failed to accept (F.40) that Dr. Ladyman’s adjustment by a factor of 2 was an error. 

F.18    It was astonishingly incompetent of the Committee to accept Dr. Ladyman’s original figures in October 2006, but to accept the worse nonsense in his letter of 23rd April, five months after I had put every member of this Committee on notice that the figures were wrong, beggars belief.  Similarly, the way in which Mrs. Dunwoody rejected my first complaint, when even the most cursory check would have confirmed that I was right, was simply unacceptable.

F.19   The massive discrepancies in Dr. Ladyman’s figures and analysis far exceed anything in my experience – far worse that the costings even of the Millennium Dome or the London Olympics. I believe that the conduct of this kind amounts not only to gross incompetence but also to breach of statutory duty of care, maladministration and/or misfeasance in public office and breaches of the Perjury Act of 1911 relating to false information in public documents.

F.20 All the detailed documentation, including correspondence with all concerned, relating to these astonishing errors have long been in the public domain on www.safespeed.org.uk/VAS.html and are of course on the accompanying CD in Directory F, which also contains an independent Accountant’s Report confirming these discrepancies (F.41 to F.46). 
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