NSCA SPRING WORKSHOP, ABINGDON, MARCH 2001

THE PRIORITISATION OF ACTIONS AND OPTIONS

IN DEVELOPING AIR QUALITY ACTION PLANS

The NSCAs Air Quality Management Committee embarked on developing guidance for local authorities on Air Quality Action Planning in spring 2000, and in November 2000 the Air Quality Action Planning Working Group launched preliminary guidance on action planning.  This first piece of informal guidance provided information on a useful methodology and framework approach to adopt, with the intention being to provide more prescriptive guidance in spring 2001.

INTRODUCTION

With almost a quarter of local authorities in England, Scotland and Wales requiring an air quality management area in due course, the need for the guidance to reflect a wide variety of local circumstances was recognised.  The focus of this second guidance document has emerged as a series of local authority scenarios, which together reflect the widely varying needs of different authorities.  The scenarios have been developed using typical outcomes of the first phase of the assessment process, and as such, five scenarios have been developed that can be summarised as follows:

Scenario 1
Urban Metropolitan Borough council with widespread predicted exceedences of NO2 (annual) AQO and pockets of both the NO2 (hourly) and PM10 (24-hr) AQOs.

Scenario 2
Semi-rural local authority, with a market town, where exceedences of NO2 (annual) AQO are predicted along the high street.

Scenario 3
Semi-rural local authority with predicted exceedences of the SO2 (15-min) AQO, as a result of a local industrial process within the borough.

Scenario 4
Rural local authority with predicted exceedences of the NO2 (annual) AQO in close proximity of a motorway junction and at a few isolated residential properties.

Scenario 5
Rural local authority not requiring an AQMA to be designated, but choosing to develop a local air quality strategy.

For the purpose of the Spring Workshop, four of the five scenarios were considered, and delegates were required to consider which of the four scenarios to work on following a brief description was provided.  As a result, four groups worked on scenario 1, and one group worked on each of the remaining scenarios.

TASKS AND OBJECTIVES

Each group undertaking an action planning scenario was asked to consider four options intended to improve air quality, and to list the options in order of priority.  Information was provided about the local authority in question, to include the source of emissions, source apportionment and level of AQO exceedence(s).  Information was provided on each of the four options, including non-air quality impacts, cost effectiveness, air quality improvements afforded and the likely public and political perceptions of the measure.  Delegates were not asked to add to the list of options, and it was recognised that a number of other options and softer options (e.g. travel plans, awareness campaigns) would be likely to be considered by a local authority in considering its action plan.  For the purpose of the workshop scenarios, delegates were minded that the authorities had undertaken source apportionment work as part of the Stage 4 assessments.

For the group working on scenario 5, developing a local air quality strategy, their task was to consider the various policy areas, local and regional, that might be included and considered within the context of a local air quality strategy.  The group was also asked to consider how a strategy might be implemented, and air quality indicators and targets for demonstrating the effectiveness of a local air quality strategy.  

SUBSIDIARY TASKS

As an aside to the main workshop task undertaken by the various groups, individual delegates were asked to consider two specific questions as follows:

For Air Quality Action Planners:

1. What do you consider to be the main difficulty with the development and implementation of an air quality action plan?

2. How might you evaluate the effectiveness of an action plan following its implementation?

For Air Quality Strategists:

1. What do you consider to be the main difficulty in developing and preparing a local air quality strategy?

2. How might you evaluate the effectiveness of a local air quality strategy following its implementation?

Delegates were asked to answer the two questions on a sheet provided, and the results of both this subsidiary task and the main task were fed back to all the groups and the main conference audience.

RESULTS FROM WORKSHOP SCENARIO TASKS

Scenario 1 – Blackberry Metropolitan Borough Council

For information relating to Blackberry Metropolitan District Council, click on the following: description, process flow chart   

The four options chosen for prioritisation were a large-scale re-routing of traffic through traffic management, a light transit system (LTS), SCOOT system and an industrial option.  For information about the four options provided, click on the following: options
The four individual groups that chose to work on prioritising options for Blackberry Metropolitan Borough Council chose slightly different approaches to prioritising the four options, although three of the four chose a matrix approach. The first of the matrix approaches was through a qualitative criteria analysis (QCA), whereby the criteria for considering the options were not given a numerical preference, but instead assigned a description, for example medium, high or low.  A final judgement was made once the various criteria had been considered.  

The second matrix approach involved a numerical scoring approach, rather than a ranking approach, whereby the criteria were scored for their implication with respect to the option in question.  This was a quantitative approach.  The third and final matrix approach was a qualitative approach, whereby criteria were identified as having a negative or positive impact with respect to the option in question.  A temporal component of the options was then considered, in terms of the likely time scale in which the option could feasibly be implemented and ultimately deliver air quality improvements. As with the first matrix approach, also qualitative, a final judgement was made in terms of the overall impact of the option.

The fourth group working on this particular local authority scenario chose a quite different approach.  Instead of adopting a matrix approach, the individual members of the group consider the options individually, prioritising the options into their own list.  The groups then discussed the different individual outcomes and arrived at a consensus in terms of a final prioritised list.

Suprisingly, all four groups arrived at the same prioritised list.  All considered the industrial option to offer the quickest, easiest to implement, most popular with the general public and cost effective option, which could be implemented through the local authority itself.  All considered the large-scale traffic management option to be the least favourable, being the least cost effective, and potentially leading to air quality exceedences elsewhere in the authority without actually reducing the overall traffic volume locally.  

The proposed SCOOT system was listed by all groups above the light transit system (LTS), as a option to offer potential solutions to the NO2 (hourly) AQO predicted exceedences, which could be implemented in the short to medium term.  The LTS system, though supported within the Local Transport Plan, was not considered to offer short to medium term assistance to the overall air quality climate as well as being extremely costly to fund.

In summary, all four groups adopted a different approach to the prioritisation of the options provided, though the outcomes were the same from all four groups.  There was an emphasis on the need to provide quick measures that the public and politicians would support, and there was limited discussion as to which options might tackle all three AQOs that are predicted to exceed within the authority.  

Scenario 2 – Strawberry District Council

For information relating to Strawberry District Council, click on the following: description,  process flow chart



The four options chosen for prioritisation were a targeted parking strategy, pedestrianisation, a low emission zone and a park and ride scheme.  For information about the four options provided, click on the following: options
One group chose to work on this authority scenario, and as with the first scenario, the group chose a matrix approach to prioritise the four options provided.  A ranking approach was adopted, and not a scoring approach, such that the criteria were categorised on a 1-4 basis. Once again, those options that provided a quick fix solution to the problem were favoured over those longer-term options, and pedestrianisation was considered the top priority.  It was recognised that in order to undertake an effective ranking approach, further information would be needed than was otherwise provided for the purpose of the workshop. 

A question arose as to whom the cost effectiveness of an option was targeted, and whether this related to the local authority, public or body responsible for the implementation of an option.  Interestingly, more emphasis was placed on the perceptions of politicians and not the public in general, which was a different emphasis from the first scenario.   

Scenario 4 – Cherry Borough Council 

For information relating to Cherry Borough Council, click on the following: description, process flow chart


The four options chosen for prioritisation were a motorway speed strategy, compulsory purchase order for the properties, reductions in traffic volumes and reduction in local road capacity.  For information about the four options provided, click on the following: options
The group choosing to work on this scenario focused their matrix approach on the different stakeholders or interest groups involved with the process of local air quality management.  A scoring matrix was developed to consider the views of each individual interest group, which included those exposed, local authority officers, the County Council, the Highways Agency, local business community, local elected members and the local residential community.  Six votes were available for each group, which could be distributed between the options in any way. Each option was considered in turn by the different interest groups. 

 As a result of this approach, the perceptions of the different groups to the various options was given the most weighting, and the group recognised that the other relevant criteria would need to be taken into account through the prioritisation process, more time allowing.  The resulting prioritisation list was developed through adding up the various votes, and the option with the most votes deemed the priority for implementation.  The motorway speed strategy gained the most votes, with votes from all the interested parties other than the Highways Agency.  Second in the list was the option to reduce traffic volumes, which also gained votes from all but the Highways Authority and the local authority officers.

Last on the list was the option to reduce local road capacity, although this option received votes from three interest groups (people exposed, Highways Agency and the local residential community) compared to the third priority option, which was the compulsory purchase of the few residential properties exposed to the exceedences.  This particular option was favoured by the local business community and the Highways Agency, the latter of which gave all of its six votes to this option, as it no doubt perceived this option to the be the most cost effective of the four options provided.  

Scenario 5 – Hawthorn Borough Council

For information relating to Hawthorn Borough Council, click below: description,
local strategy process flow chart



This group was tasked with considering a number of aspects of a local air quality strategy, and the group considered it essential that the strategy was developed through a corporate approach.  Such a strategy was considered to provide a real catalyst for change within the local authority, being a mechanism for unlocking important funding streams.

With respect to the wider environmental health functions within a local authority, it was considered important to ensure that the industrial emission control function of the local authority was integrated within the emerging strategy.  Non-environmental functions of importance to this local authority in particular were considered to be tourism planning, whereby an integrated approach to the overall environment, tourism management and traffic was considered essential through a local strategy.  The local transport plan, local development plan and Local Agenda 21 programme were all recognised as contributing to the effective development of a local air quality strategy for the authority.

The Regional Health Zone initiative underway in the authority was considered an important element of the local air quality strategy, together with the wider council corporate policy.  The group considered it necessary to ensure that a number of regional planning frameworks were included in the emerging strategy, such as the regional economic plan, regional transport and regional development plan.

In terms of possible air quality targets or indicators to demonstrate the effectiveness of the air quality strategy, the focus of any such targets were health and transport based. It was felt that whilst the local authority was part of a more regional emerging strategy framework, any indicators with respect to air quality improvements afforded within the authority must be managed and used on a local basis. In terms of possible implementation frameworks, any such framework was considered to be more effective undertaken as part of a regional strategy, and a group should oversee the necessary information dissemination aspect of the strategy, using local representatives to ensure that people can access the information.

RESULTS FROM SUBSIDIARY TASKS

Both the air quality action planners and the air quality strategists concluded that the most significant difficulties in developing and implementing action plans was engaging local interest in supporting the plan, and gaining the support and assistance from colleagues within the local authority.  Working in collaboration with other local authorities within the region was considered a difficulty amongst some of the delegates, and conflicting agendas of politicians and stakeholders was a difficulty anticipated in the overall development of a plan.

The cost of delivering a plan from which to secure air quality improvements was a widespread concern, and indeed the actual determination of effective and realistic options to consider was also an anticipated difficulty.

With respect to methods for evaluating the effectiveness of action plans, delegates overwhelmingly considered long term monitoring programmes to be the most effective technique.  Other methods included the use of health-based indicators in the long term, local transport planning indicators and traffic and journey speeds.

The air quality strategists considered the most effective evaluation tool for al local air quality strategy to be perceptions of pollution as well as levels of pollution locally, and the political support over time.

CONCLUSIONS

In working through the process of prioritising options for an action plan, every workshop group arrived at a similar outcome, deciding to take a similar matrix approach in the main. A variation in the various matrix approaches in various reflecting local mechanisms, with  varying degrees of emphasis on the temporal dimension, sectoral dimension (players) and criteria used. The approach of testing this particular element of the action planning process through a series of various scenarios has therefore vindicated the role of the forthcoming guidance.  Greater contention and inconsistency in the approaches taken was anticipated to test flexibility of scenarios.

It was concluded that local authorities must simply demonstrate that the authority is working towards achieving the air quality objectives, and as such it was recognised that the outcomes and benefit of certain options will not be realised until after the various AQO target dates. One example is the implementation of a light transit system (LTS).  The government will no doubt wish to see evidence of the potential impacts of the proposed scheme, and a local authority should balance the need for a range of short and long-term options.

The emerging guidance has therefore been tested through a consideration of option prioritisation, and the prioritisation process has been demonstrated as sufficiently flexible to accommodate various approaches and local circumstances. 

