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Abstract 
In December 2008, the Greater Manchester electorate voted to reject a £3 billion 
package of transport measures that would have included investment in the 
conurbation’s bus, tram and rail networks and walking and cycling infrastructure, 
together with, and partially funded by, the introduction of a congestion charge. The 
proposals followed a successful bid to the UK Government Transport Innovation Fund 
(TIF). High levels of car use present challenges to cities, and the TIF bid can be seen 
as an attempt to address these by promoting and facilitating modal shift. The paper 
reflects on the debates surrounding the proposals, which led to a referendum. In 
particular, it explores the challenges of communicating complex, controversial plans in 
a fragmented and contested political arena.  
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1. Introduction 
In December 2008, the Greater Manchester electorate voted to reject a £3 billion 
funding package that would have included wide-ranging investment in the 
conurbation’s public transport network and walking and cycling infrastructure, together 
with, and partially funded by, congestion charging – in transport planning terms, 
combining carrot and stick to promote and facilitate modal shift. The vote followed a 
two-year period of debating and campaigning with much of the focus on congestion 
charging.  
 
The task of this paper is neither to evaluate the decision to reject the proposals nor to 
assess their quality. It is to take the proposals as an example of an attempt to steer a 
city region towards a more sustainable transport future and to reflect on, and learn 
lessons from, the experience. In doing so, it contributes to literature on sustainable 
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transport, the governance of sustainable transitions and the communication of public 
policy.  
 
The challenge for the Association of Greater Manchester Authorities (AGMA) was not a 
technical one. The technology for road pricing has been demonstrated in other 
schemes. Neither was it, insofar as the scheme would have been funded by available 
national Government funds, an economic one. The major barrier to the implementation 
of the scheme was its public and political acceptability. The challenge for those in 
favour of the proposals was to overcome political differences within the conurbation’s 
governance structure and to communicate to the public a set of complex and evidently 
controversial plans.  
 
The structure of the paper reflects the relative weight of governance and 
communication in trying to meet this challenge. Following a methodological note on the 
author’s involvement with the researched field, transport is presented as both challenge 
and opportunity. That is, whilst the environmental and social impacts of current 
transport patterns are cause for concern, the development of more sustainable 
systems offers opportunities to enhance quality of life, mitigate climate change and 
reduce social exclusion. The nature of the transport proposals is then outlined, with 
reference to how the proposed measures could have contributed towards the 
development of a more sustainable transport system for the conurbation. The 
subsequent section looks at the challenge of communicating the proposals to the 
Greater Manchester electorate, exploring in particular the ways in which the plans were 
simplified and at times misrepresented, and the ways in which the ‘road user’ was 
conceptualised. Section 6 explores the challenges presented by a relatively fragmented 
governance structure, deregulated and privately operated public transport, and 
prominent business interests, as well as by the decision to hold a referendum. Section 
7 pulls together the discussion and presents some concluding observations. 
 
Throughout the paper a distinction is made between TIF, the national Transport 
Innovation Fund, and GMTIF, AGMA’s bid on behalf of Greater Manchester to the TIF 
fund. 
 
2. Methodological Note 
 
The paper builds upon several other studies on Greater Manchester’s experience with 
TIF (see Royal Institute of Technology et al., 2011; Vigar et al., 2011; Swanson, 
2009a). Given his personal involvement in the decision-making process, the author had 
access to a wide range of sources in addition to those normally available through a 
desk exercise. These include insider discussions, attendance of meetings of campaign 
groups and public debates, conversation with members of the public during 
campaigning activities, and access to ad hoc campaign materials, such as leaflets and 
posters, that are not available in public archives. The author was personally involved in 
the debate through a group that was part of the ‘yes’ campaign. This affords a level of 
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familiarity with, and closeness to, the field that would be difficult to achieve using 
retrospective approaches but there is a risk that this is at the expense of impartiality.  
 
It is intended that this close involvement helps to ground the research and that the fact 
that the paper argues neither for nor against the proposals themselves, and offers 
reflections and lessons rather than a post-mortem, reduces this risk. In any case, the 
“distinction between insider and outsider is not a simple one” (DeLyser, 2001, p. 442). 
Few could claim a completely disinterested stance on the future of transport, 
particularly in terms of costs to road users. Acceptance of approaches such as road 
charging has been a prominent strand in transport research. A recent open letter from 
32 professors in transport-related fields, for example, raised concern that “our cities are 
simply not equipped to take further growth in road traffic” and argued for “a new way of 
charging for motoring as we move away from fossil-fuels” (Millward, 2013).  

3. Transport as Challenge and Opportunity 
There is broad consensus that high levels of car use are problematic and “that the 
ways in which and how much we travel are capable of causing appreciable harm to 
entire populations” (Docherty & Shaw, 2008, p.3). This is reflected in policy: the recent 
EU White Paper (European Union, 2011) aims for ‘conventionally-fuelled’ cars to be 
phased out of city centres by 2050. Impacts include environmental damage, such as 
climate change, local air pollution and biodiversity loss; social issues including social 
exclusion (Lucas, 2004), loss of community (Rosen, 2001) and inactivity (Sloman, 
2006); and economic impacts, including congestion and healthcare costs (Schiller et 
al., 2010). 

Transport planning can go beyond minimising this negative impact and positively 
facilitate sustainability. Health can be enhanced through active travel (Frank et al., 
2010) and social inclusion fostered by improving accessibility to services and social 
opportunities (Lucas, 2006). Walking and cycling routes can provide green lungs, and 
infrastructure can be built with green roofs and porous paving to contribute to climate 
change adaptation efforts (Gill et al., 2007).  

It is argued that, as towns and cities have developed around car-based transport 
people have become increasingly car-dependent. As more people own cars, working, 
shopping and leisure patterns increasingly require them, thus exacerbating ‘car 
dependency’ (Newman, 2000). As motorised traffic grows, walking and cycling can 
become less attractive options (Sloman, 2006), public transport, potentially, becomes 
stuck in the same queues as the car and “the fragmented city becomes hostile and can 
even force reluctant users into their cars, thus exacerbating the problem” (Banister, 
2005, p. 6). The dominance of cars seemingly enables the dispersal and speeding-up 
of common tasks such that “with the remaking of space around the car comes a 
restructuring of temporalities” and, as more journeys become difficult or impossible 
without private transport, the car can be seen to “create the conditions of its own 
necessity” (Watson, 2012, p. 492). It is these cumulative effects of car dependency that 
“warrant a coherent and focused intervention” (Hull, 2008, p. 96). 
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Car dependency has associated justice and equity issues. In “car-dominant societies, 
lack of access to a car is in itself one of the key defining factors” in social exclusion, 
argues Lucas (2004, p. 294), since it becomes increasingly necessary to own a car to 
access essential services such as education, healthcare and employment. In some of 
the most deprived wards in Manchester, over 58% of households have no access to a 
car or van1. Although a limited proxy – since it does not reveal in how many households 
the vehicle is used by one person for work, leaving others reliant on lifts or other forms 
of transport – it illustrates the extent to which increasing car dependency can 
perpetuate social exclusion. There are those who are too old, too young, or otherwise 
unable to drive, and car dependency is experienced differentially, with some roles, 
such as a doctor making house calls, having higher mobility requirements than others, 
such as homeworkers (Martens et al., 2012). That is, it cannot be assumed that high 
per-household car ownership means that transport needs are being met. High levels of 
private mobility can contribute to social exclusion through environmental degradation, 
health impacts and community severance (Preston & Rajé, 2007): those experiencing a 
lack of access opportunities also suffer the worst impacts of the transport system – 
“they are both ‘less travelled’ and ‘travelled-upon’” (Sustainable Development 
Commission, 2011, p. 8). 
 
Whilst the notion of car dependency is compelling, it is important to note the aspects of 
car use that are not directly related to utility: it is “never simply about rational economic 
choices, but is as much about aesthetic, emotional and sensory responses to driving”, 
argues Sheller (2004, p. 222). The “affective relations through which we inhabit cars 
and embed them into personal lives, familial networks and national cultures” (Sheller, 
2004, p. 236) need to be understood. The pervasiveness of the car, it is argued, instils 
a cultural acceptance of its costs (Sloman, 2006, p. 34). 

There are linkages between car dependency and the concept of lock-in (see for 
example Geels, 2012; Banister et al., 2011; Unruh, 2000). Unruh describes ‘carbon 
lock-in’ (Unruh, 2000) as the existence of a combination of systemic forces that 
perpetuate fossil-fuel-based infrastructure despite evidence of significant externalities 
and the existence of cost-effective remedies. This can be understood not only in terms 
of the economic dominance of the car industry, but also the persistence of ‘behavioural 
trends’.  The difficulty of changing travel habits has been conceptualised as ‘dynamic 
lock-in’ (Jackson, 2005, p. 121) and cultural factors, such as preferences for private 
property and for speed and time saving, combine to stabilise, i.e. reinforce, the 
dominance of the car (Geels, 2012).  

                                            
1 The 2011 UK Census results indicate that 44.5% of Greater Manchester households have 
‘no cars or vans in households’, and that figures for the Ardwick, Moss Side and Harpurhey 
wards are 63.3%, 60.2% and 58.3% respectively. Available at 
www.neighbourhood.statistics.gov.uk.  



 

Page 5 of 33 
  

A range of measures are available to policy-makers. Santos et al. (2010) divide these 
into physical policies, such as developing infrastructure for public transport, walking 
and cycling, and integrating with land use planning; soft policies, such as car sharing 
and car clubs, eco-driving training and awareness-raising; and knowledge policies, 
such as incentivising research and development into, for example, the development of 
low-emissions and electric vehicles. Transport demand management, of which the 
GMTIF plans could be considered an example, focuses on finding the “right mix of 
incentives and/or disincentives that will encourage travellers to change their normal 
travel routine” (Meyer, 1999, p. 576). There is increasing recognition of the importance 
of lifestyles and behaviours (Schwanen et al., 2012; Anable et al., 2012), and the 
importance of understanding transport as a socio-technical system (Watson, 2012; 
Brand, 2005). Whilst technological changes are important, they are insufficient. This is 
not only due to the scale of the challenge (Watson, 2012) but also their limited reach: 
low-emissions cars neither decrease congestion (Kemp et al., 2012) nor encourage 
physical activity.  

Arguably, UK transport policy has been disjointed, embracing climate change mitigation 
alongside the growth of motorised transport (Hull, 2008, p. 102). Whilst there are good 
examples of individual initiatives to promote alternatives, such as the six Cycling 
Demonstration Towns, which received funding for physical cycle infrastructure 
improvements and smarter-choices measures between 2005 and 2008 (Sloman et al., 
2009), and the Local Sustainable Transport Fund, a fund launched in 2011 with the 
aims of facilitating local economic development and reducing carbon emissions through 
sustainable transport (Department for Transport, 2013), there is still a low take-up of 
active travel modes compared to many northern European countries. A recent research 
review noted that there have been some indications that the demand for domestic road 
transport in industrial countries may be levelling off, but concluded that this may not be 
a ‘durable phenomenon’ (Banister et al., 2011), and indicated that growth in passenger 
kilometres driven continues not only in the countries with rapidly growing economies, 
but also in countries with histories of investment in sustainable transport modes. 
Nevertheless, the automobility regime faces pressures in the form of niche innovations 
and contextual factors, such as climate change, peak oil and cultural changes (Geels et 
al., 2012; Rayner, 2011). 

4. Greater Manchester’s TIF Bid as a Response 

4.1 Introduction 

This section outlines the nature of GMTIF, the ways in which it was communicated and 
received in its early stages, and its potential to be a response to the challenges 
outlined above.  

4.2 The Proposals 
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In July 2007 AGMA bid for money being offered from the UK Government’s Transport 
Innovation Fund. AGMA is the local government association for Greater Manchester, 
with representation from each of the ten boroughs in the conurbation. The decision to 
go ahead with the bid followed a period of public engagement. Informal debate started 
earlier than this formal consultation, announced by the Manchester Evening News 
(M.E.N.) headline on 24th January 2007 “Congestion Charging: It’s coming our way” 
(M.E.N., 2007a). The TIF fund was aimed at local authorities and required a focus on 
demand management and anti-congestion packages, reflecting Government 
recognition of the London congestion charge combined with reluctance to commit to a 
national scheme (Dudley & Chatterjee, 2012). In AGMA’s bid - referred to here as 
GMTIF - £1.5 billion from TIF would be made up to around £3 billion by borrowing on 
revenue from a congestion charge over 30 years (Greater Manchester Future 
Transport, 2008).  

[Table 1 here] 

Although economic growth was emphasised in the rationale (Greater Manchester 
Future Transport, 2008), the proposals could also be viewed as a response to the 
challenges outlined above. By making driving more expensive at certain times, and 
investing in more sustainable modes, the plans had the potential to bring about modal 
shift by “produc[ing] a virtuous circle in shifting motorists to public transport” (Santos et 
al., 2010, p. 53) and to be an example of the established principles of transportation 
demand management (TDM) (Meyer, 1999). The charging element was the most 
prominent element of the package, and would be weekday peak-time only, in the 
direction of flow of peak-time traffic, chargeable on driving past either or both of two 
cordons. Depending on when and how many cordons were passed, the charge would 
be between £1 and £5 over a day (see schematic, Figure 1).  

The plans followed the earlier introduction of the most high-profile congestion charging 
system in Britain. London introduced charging in 2003 alongside significant 
improvements in an already well-regarded public transport system (Givoni, 2012). It 
was implemented by Mayor Ken Livingstone and represented a “highly visible, very 
deliberate, very political effort to reduce car use and congestion in the capital” (Shove & 
Walker, 2010, p. 473).  

Alongside the ‘stick’ of the congestion charge, GMTIF included ‘carrots’ to facilitate and 
incentivise modal shift. Such changes offer “windows of opportunity in which travel 
habits (e.g. driving) are disrupted and must be renegotiated” (Whitmarsh, 2012, p. 3). 
These included extensions to the Metrolink tram network, an expanded cycle lane 
network, additional yellow school buses, new train carriages, improved interchange 
facilities and better integration of the bus network. Such investment creates 
opportunities for currently car-dependent commuters to take other options. For 
example, new school bus services may reduce the need for parents to drive or walk 
their children to school and therefore enable them to take public transport to work.  
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The plans included better integration and smart ticketing and these, combined with an 
increase in the number and frequency of services, were intended to help make public 
transport a more attractive proposition and move towards a stronger, more integrated 
public transport offer.  With the currently privatised, multi-operator system of buses, 
trams and trains, the area can appear to have a collection of services rather than a 
network, a situation commonly found in England and Wales outside of London 
(Sorensen & Gudmundsson, 2010).  

The plans also included personalised journey planning and promotional activities. 
These ‘soft measures’, understood as initiatives that aim to bring about behavioural 
change through information about consequences and alternatives (Santos et al., 2010, 
p. 48), were intended to act alongside the infrastructure improvements and help 
commuters explore options, thereby helping to tackle some of the behavioural aspects 
of car dependency, such as lack of experience of public transport and confidence in 
cycling.  

4.3 Reactions to the Proposals 

Although in the initial stages there were no plans for a referendum, ‘pro’ and ‘anti’ 
camps formed, and these could be mapped onto the subsequent ‘yes’ and ‘no’ 
positions of the referendum. An early presence in the ‘pro’ campaign was Clean Air 
Now, a coalition led by environmental campaigners and later joined by the official ‘yes’ 
campaign and United City, a coalition of businesses. The ‘anti’ campaign was initiated 
by campaign group Manchester Against Road Tolls (MART), backed by the national 
Association of British Drivers (ABD), and later joined by a coalition of businesses, the 
Greater Manchester Momentum Group (GMMG) (Forster, 2008). Shark and squirrel 
characters became mascots for the ‘no’ and ‘yes’ campaigns respectively, with the 
shark attending consultation roadshows and appearing in viral videos taking money 
from people as they tried to buy a beer or go on holiday (figure 2) and the squirrel 
responding with the motto “Say no to £3billion? You must be nuts!” (figure 3). The 
arenas for campaigning included the local press, with some newspapers taking 
particular campaigning stances; local radio and television; various organised public 
meetings; the tables of the area’s pubs, on beer mats; and billboards around the 
conurbation. 

Once national Government had accepted the bid in June 2008, subject to public 
approval, there was a period of further debate and a formal consultation on the 
proposals. Campaigning for and against had been continuing and there were calls for a 
referendum, particularly from opponents (M.E.N., 2007b). In July 2008, AGMA 
announced that there would be a referendum in December of that year. The results 
were announced on 12th December 2008: 78.8% against and 21.2% for, with an overall 
voter turnout of 53.2% (Ottewell, 2008a). The proposals were therefore not 
implemented. 

5. A Communications Challenge  
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This section explores the challenge of communicating GMTIF to politicians, other 
decision-makers and, ultimately, the electorate. It starts by looking at the nature of the 
messages and then comments on the evident focus on the congestion charge element 
of the plans, the misrepresentation of information, the simplification of the plans, and 
comparisons with the London system. It then discusses the ways in which road users 
were framed and conceptualised in the debate and the implications of this framing. 
 
5.1 Simplification of the Proposals 
 
Overall, the project was “characterised by a complicated message” (Swanson, 2009a, 
p. 4), and transport planning is already a complex field. In many ways the complexity of 
the GMTIF scheme reflects an attempt to overcome some of the criticisms commonly 
made of road charging, as Vigar et al. agree (2011). By using a loan to enable public 
transport improvements before introducing charging, there was potential to overcome a 
common ‘chicken and egg’ dilemma: public transport improvements being needed 
before charging, yet the money from charging being needed to fund them. The planned 
charging regime was also less ‘blunt’ than, for example, the London charge, with the 
charge only being incurred when crossing one of the two cordons, only at certain times, 
and only in the direction of peak-time traffic. Whilst this level of sophistication arguably 
made the scheme more precisely targeted at congestion, and therefore in some senses 
easier to ‘sell’, it added a level of complexity in communicating it, and therefore of 
gaining public and political understanding and support.  
 
Observations of the media coverage and campaign messages suggest that there was a 
degree of simplification. Vigar et al., in their survey of media in the run-up to the vote, 
agree that “it is apparent that many dimensions of GMTIF were under explained” (2011, 
p. 478). Concerns over the clarity of communication have led some to question the 
extent to which people fully understood the plans and, in particular, the longer-term 
implications (Dudley & Chatterjee, 2012). “Very few people”, recalled Roy Newton of 
the Joint Transportation Policy Team, “got the message that a significant investment in 
public transport was the major component, and even fewer people knew that public 
transport investments would have to be fully implemented before the congestion 
charge would begin” (interviewed in Swanson, 2009b, p. 25). 
 
There were several aspects to this simplification. Firstly, there was a particular focus on 
the congestion charge element of the proposals – unsurprisingly, as this was perceived 
to be the most controversial element – with the process repeatedly referred to with 
variations on ‘congestion charge referendum’. Reference to the public transport was 
generally included in newspaper articles but often further into the article. Vigar et al. 
agree, also finding that the improvements were often presented as a ‘sweetener’, with 
the congestion charge as a ‘bribe’ (Vigar et al., 2011, p. 478). This framing was 
common from early in the process, an example being “The government is offering 
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Greater Manchester up to £3bn for public transport improvements in return for the peak 
hour only charge of up to £10[sic]” (M.E.N., 2007c).  
 
Secondly, there were examples of misrepresentation of information, whether wilful or 
not. One example is the M.E.N. front page in March 2007 “Congestion Charge, you say 
NO” on which it was reported that “two out of three reject plans to bring in pay-as-you-
drive” and “but 59 per cent of you back move – if it brings cash for Metrolink” (M.E.N., 
2007c). The plans did include funding for Metrolink, so the headline would more 
accurately have read ‘you say YES’. Whether intentional or not, such reporting would 
not have helped the public to clearly understand the proposals.  
 
Some media organisations openly ran campaigns. The Advertiser for North and East 
Manchester, for example, featured cut-out ‘NO’ coupons on its front pages and 
simplistic headlines such as “Toll Tax to Cost £1,000 Per Year” (Thompson, 2007). 
One example framed the proposals with: “Sir Richard Leese, deputy leader of AGMA, 
denied that congestion charging was a stealth tax on the ordinary people of north and 
east Manchester to help pay for the Metrolink” (Thompson, 2007).  In one issue it ran a 
debate, with a column for both sides of the argument and a cut-out coupon at the base 
of the page with ‘NO’ as the only option (The Advertiser, 2007). 
 
This is not to argue that the media consistently misrepresented information or was 
always against GMTIF. The M.E.N. in particular published some statements in favour. 
One example is an article featuring then Manchester United manager Alex Ferguson 
arguing that the proposals were an opportunity to put Manchester in the “premier 
league of public transport” (Ottewell, 2008b). Rather, it is to highlight the charged and 
potentially confusing way in which the details of the GMTIF were communicated to the 
public. 
 
Thirdly, the plans themselves were routinely simplified, particularly the financial 
aspects. The complexity of the charging system created opportunities for simplification. 
Advertising on billboards, beer mats and viral videos repeated annual and daily figures, 
typically £5 per day and £1,200 per year: in each case this was the maximum charge. 
In February 2008, the Advertising Standards Agency upheld a complaint concerning 
MART adverts with the slogans “Stop Moaning. What’s £5 a day?” and “£5 a day won’t 
even buy me a cigar”: “Because [the adverts] did not make clear that £5 a day was the 
current maximum proposed charge under the scheme we concluded that the ads could 
mislead” (Advertising Standards Agency, 2008). 
 
A later beer mat ran with the slogan “Don’t let £1,200 a year mean last orders for your 
pint!” (figure 9), qualifying it slightly on the rear “It could cost you up to £100 every 
month… just to drive to work”. This is an example where presenting a simplified ‘anti’ 
argument was easier and more powerful than the counter-argument, which would have 
entailed describing the detail of the time- and direction-contingent charging regime. The 
official ‘yes’ campaign circulated leaflets in the run-up to the referendum and these 
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included information on the public transport improvements, but the core messaging of 
these and the billboard adverts that accompanied them was “9 out of 10 people won’t 
[be required to] pay – will you?” – apparently countering the ‘hitting your pocket’ focus 
of the opponents by appealing to those who would not, given their travel patterns or 
personal situations, pay the charge.   
 
Fourthly, comparisons with the London system belied the comparative complexity of 
GMTIF. The GMMG beer mat (figure 9) states that it would “create the world’s largest 
congestion charging zone – the area within the M60 motorway – that’s 80sq miles 
compared to the original London zone of 8sq miles” – yet the schemes were quite 
different with London’s based on a zone and Manchester’s around two cordons. A 
spokesperson for the Greater Manchester Momentum Group repeated this claim in 
Local Transport Today shortly before the vote (Forster, 2008). Opposition campaigners 
in the debate leading to Edinburgh’s referendum contended that the addition of a 
second cordon in their scheme added to the complexity and reduced public 
understanding to the extent that they believe that “they could have won with a simpler 
scheme” (quoted in Rye et al., 2008, p. 648). 
 
5.2 Constructing ‘The Driver’ 
 
Also of interest in seeking to understand how the plans were communicated is the 
framing of road users. Given the focus of the media on the congestion charge element 
of the plans, ‘the driver’ seemed to take centre stage in media coverage, implying a 
simplified conceptualisation of mobility.  
 
Headlines and claims like “Drivers to Pay £1,200” a year were simplifications of the 
proposals and belied the potential for public transport investment to create feasible 
alternatives for many ‘drivers’. One of the first headlines in the M.E.N., for example, 
was “Is THIS really an option for drivers?” with a photo of a crowded tram; implying not 
only that being a ‘driver’ is an identity, rather than a performance of the practice of 
driving, but also that public transport was in some way not good enough for them. 
However, as King et al. (2007, p. 113) argue, although the charging is likely to “harm 
most drivers, no one is only a driver” – a ‘driver’, or their family, could benefit from 
being able to use a new tram route, or benefit as a parent or resident from lower traffic 
levels.  
 
Some proponents did question this. After the M.E.N. launched a survey to let ‘drivers’ 
report problems with congestion, Manchester Friends of the Earth, the Community 
Network for Manchester and the Environment Network for Manchester signed a letter to 
them arguing that “No one is simply a ‘motorist’ – we all have a range of transport 
modes available to use, depending on the journey we are making” (Clean Air Now, 
2007).   
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An implication of high car dependency is that car use becomes associated with basic 
freedoms, with appeals to the ‘freedom of the motorist’ for example (Cahill, 2007, p. 
91). A striking example was found in the M.E.N., which, under the headline “Berlin Wall 
for Manchester”, with no reference to the public transport investment or the time-limited 
nature of the charge, quoted MART: “Congestion charging will create an electronic 
Berlin Wall around Manchester and the M60 will become a barrier that will keep people 
in and money out” (Kirby, 2007, p. 17). The charging system would not restrict the flow 
of people using public transport or cycling, as the Berlin Wall did, yet the article 
entertained the idea that basic freedoms were being threatened. In a related protest, 
hearses “represent[ed] the death of Manchester business and freedom” (M.E.N., 
2007d). This is an example of a campaign group playing on a latent sense of injustice 
stemming from the basic freedoms associated with car use. 
 
Constructing and perpetuating this identity of ‘driver’ can be seen to be problematic, 
considering that a core principle of sustainable transport is a shift from emphasising 
one mode (‘uni-modality’) to embracing plurality (‘multi-modality’) (Schiller et al., 2010, 
p. 3), such that the mode of transport is determined by the demands of a particular 
journey rather than habitual use. One is neither a ‘driver’, a ‘motorist’ nor a ‘cyclist’, but 
someone who needs to get from A to B. Yet these ‘identities’ have become embedded 
in identities and cultures: 
 

“Reducing car-dependence is not just a case of providing better public transport 
and cycling facilities, improving cycling infrastructure... It also requires the much 
harder job of unpicking the ways in which cars… form part of the identities of 
individuals, organisations and indeed the wider culture.” (Skinner & Rosen, 2007, 
p. 95) 

 
For both ‘sides’ of the debate this close association between mobility and freedom 
translated into claims to social justice, albeit differently framed. The justice claims of 
the opponents can be understood to stem from an emphasis on mobility and a close 
association between this and private car use. The potential for the charge to affect 
poorer drivers the most was highlighted, with the implication that the roads would, in 
effect, be ‘free for the rich’ (figure 4) and the poor would not be able to access work 
without resorting to the other modes of transport, such as the bicycle (figure 5).  
 
Conversely, the proponents tended to present non-car modes positively. Clean Air Now 
(CAN)’s ‘Tour de TIF’ (Clean Air Now, 2008) cycle ride highlighted the opportunity to 
promote cycling as a healthy and sustainable mode. Leaflets produced by CAN 
suggested a ‘yes’ was an early Christmas present (figure 6), and highlighted the extent 
of the public transport investment (figure 7). They argued that it would be the poorest in 
society, who do not have cars, who would benefit the most from the investment. They 
also tended to make reference to environmental issues such as air pollution and 
climate change, and argued that the quality or reliability of journeys would improve 
(figure 8).  
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The ‘yes’ and ‘no’ approaches represent alternative approaches to addressing social 
exclusion related to car dependency, as outlined in Section 3. The ‘no’ campaigners 
argued that making car travel more expensive exacerbates social exclusion, whereas 
the ‘yes’ proponents argued that, by investing in alternatives and reducing the growth 
of car use, policy can seek to be more inclusive. It is important to recognise these 
strongly felt notions of justice and not to underestimate their role in shaping opinion. 
Part of the challenge for those proposing such schemes is to communicate a more 
complex, holistic conceptualisation of justice that recognises a role for charging as long 
as it is balanced with effective investment in alternatives. 
 
5.3 Discussion 
 
This discussion has been premised on the assumption that the media have a 
significant effect on opinions and attitudes (Ryley & Gjersoe, 2006). “In our media-
mediated world”, argue Brand and Fischer (2012, p. 13), “small chunks of information 
sell… information for the masses has to be made accessible and straightforward, which 
pushes towards a simplified picture of a complex scenario.” Vigar et al. found that in 
general “the press resorts to a narrow repertoire of words and metaphors to define 
transport issues” (Vigar et al., 2011, p. 478) and identified a need to better understand 
how these are interpreted by the public. Manchester’s GMTIF debate can be seen to 
be an example of this. In developing his co-evolution thesis, Brand (2005, p. 67) argues 
that the question that is asked, and by extension the way the question is framed, can 
delimit the perception-space of answers, such that “limits to describe are limits to 
imagine” (Brand, 2005, p. 67). It could be argued, then, that a certain poverty of 
vocabulary was evident in the press coverage and, to the extent that such coverage 
helped to promote and shape debate, such poverty may have translated into a poverty 
of argument and vision. 
 

6. A Governance Challenge  
 
This section looks at GMTIF in the context of Greater Manchester’s governance. It 
discusses aspects of the governance structures, political divides and business interests 
that presented particular challenges to the decision-making process. The operational 
governance of public transport is also of interest. Finally, some observations are made 
about the ways in which deciding to hold a referendum on the issue added to the 
challenge. 
 
6.1 Context 
 
GMTIF was born into a fragmented governance setting. The ten local authorities in 
AGMA were a combination of Labour, Liberal Democrat and Conservative and AGMA 
sought agreement between these parties in order to progress the plans. For this 
purpose, AGMA amended its normal consensus vote to a majority vote (Ottewell, 
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2007a) and decided, with a majority of eight, to bid for TIF funding. Central 
Government’s decision to award the conurbation the funding was influenced by AGMA 
being able to demonstrate broad support for the proposals, evidenced by an early 
consultation exercise2 (Ottewell, 2007b). Nevertheless, the months that followed were 
characterised by further political debates. At the time of the referendum three councils 
were opposed: Stockport, Trafford and Bury (Forster, 2008). Stockport Borough 
Council was vocal in its opposition (Stockport Express, 2008). In the period running up 
to the vote it attempted to arrange bus advertising to oppose the plans (BBC, 2008a).  
 
It cannot be known how this process might have turned out under different 
circumstances, but it is clear that aspects of Greater Manchester’s governance 
undermined efforts to forge a decision to go ahead. “If the public gives the proposals 
the ‘thumbs up’,” argued Forster, “then victory will have been achieved in spite of, 
rather than because of, the conurbation’s local governance structure” (2008, p. 30). 
The tendency of governments to reinforce the status quo rather than enable radical 
change is a factor in the development of transport systems. Pierson argues that the 
idea of path dependency is as relevant to politics as economics: “it is frequently more 
difficult to reverse course in politics than it would be in economics” (Pierson, 2000, p. 
260). As the dominance of the automobility regime (Geels et al., 2012) becomes 
stronger and more entrenched, the political cost of change becomes greater. 
 
The decision to hold a referendum, which followed campaigning, primarily by 
opponents, appears to have been in part a result of the failure for the ten boroughs to 
reach agreement. Sir Richard Leese, Manchester City Council leader, had not been in 
favour of a referendum, arguing that it “would not work” for such a complex issue and 
preferred the decision to be made through the “system based on elected 
representatives who have to take difficult and important decisions” (Ottewell, 2010). 
Some felt that the decision to hold the referendum was an “admission of failure” 
(Harding quoted in Swanson, 2009b, p. 24) or buck passing. Similarly, in the Edinburgh 
case, it was argued that the referendum was a “politically expedient way to distance the 
then ruling Labour group from making a decision on the congestion charging scheme” 
(Rye et al., 2008, p. 654). Whilst the Greater Manchester authorities may be criticised 
for lacking decisiveness in pursuing the programme, some politicians felt that the buck 
had already been passed from central Government (Swanson, 2009b), which did not 
have the boldness to push congestion charging directly but had instead made it an 
essential component of bids to TIF.  
 
6.2 Leadership 

                                            
2 57% of residents surveyed agreed with the principle of paying charges in return for the 
package of public transport investment. 68% agreed that a bid should be submitted to TIF, 
but that no decision should be made on the charging scheme until more details were 
available. 
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The proposals lacked a high-profile, top-level figure to champion them, in contrast to 
London, where Ken Livingstone personally championed the congestion charging plans, 
and it was he, rather than national Government, who took the political risk (Dudley & 
Chatterjee, 2012). The Greater Manchester Passenger Transport Authority (GMPTA) 
and AGMA were expected to maintain a neutral stance, co-ordinating the consultation 
and disseminating neutral information about the plans. In such a charged political 
climate, they could not be seen to be taking sides. Shortly before the vote, a £230,000 
TV advert was pulled from broadcast over concerns that its presentation of the facts 
could be biased, despite it being cleared by independent broadcasting body Clearcast 
(Ottewell, 2008c). 
 
Councillor Roger Jones, arguably the public figure most closely associated with GMTIF 
in 2008, lost his seat in the 2008 local elections and subsequently stepped down as 
chair of GMPTA. Having publicly supported the plans, this was seen by some in the 
media as something that should “send a message to his colleagues and potential 
successors” (Ottewell, 2008d) and, by MART, as confirmation that “the congestion 
charge is a cast-iron vote loser” (quoted in Ottewell, 2008d). Even in June 2011, on re-
election, the local press referred to him as “Congestion Charge Mastermind” (Kirby & 
Welsh, 2011) and referred to him being “ousted”, illustrating the longevity of the 
reputational risk of supporting a controversial scheme.  In fact, this legacy affected the 
Manchester Labour Party as a whole: when the Greater Manchester Combined 
Authority was created in 2010, it was decided that all issues would be decided on a 
simple majority, except for road pricing, which would require unanimity (Hayman, 
2010). A local councillor commented that “this is a very good safeguard against Labour 
leaders and nonelected civil servants within some councils trying to force a congestion 
charge upon Greater Manchester”’ (The Bolton News, 2010). 
 
6.3 Business Involvement 

It is also important to shed light upon the interface between business and government.  
A group of prominent businesses in the area established the Greater Manchester 
Momentum Group (GMMG) to campaign for a ‘no’ vote. In 2008, Peel Holdings was 
allegedly carrying out voter research in the constituencies of politicians related to 
transport, such as Councillor Roger Jones and Transport Secretary Ruth Kelly, asking 
voters if they supported congestion charging (Binns, 2008) and, reportedly in one case, 
if they were aware of the position of Councillor Jones on this issue (M.E.N., 2008). 
Another local company, Kellogg’s, was criticised for emailing its employees with a ‘cut 
and paste’ section of text with which to respond to the official consultation and reflect 
their employer’s stance against the proposals (BBC, 2008b). Whilst businesses clearly 
have a legitimate voice on policy in a city region, this example highlights the sometimes 
opaque nature of their interventions and the need for a good understanding of the 
‘behind the scenes’ influences on policy and decision-making processes. Whilst 
business often has a privileged position in policy-making, as “government relies greatly 
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upon business to carry out basic functions such as employing people and organising 
the economy” (Dryzek, 1997, p. 99), its views are not necessarily unbiased or 
representative, and powerful interests with financial resources may “skew the 
outcomes of policy debates” (Dryzek, 1997, p. 98), either directly, as stakeholders, or 
indirectly by influencing the electorate.  

6.4 Public Transport Governance 
 
Another aspect of governance is the operation of public transport. The deregulated, 
privatised public transport system added further complexity to the governance of 
transport operations – and this had specific implications for GMTIF. The transport 
authority did not have control over fares and service standards, contributing to a lack of 
trust that GMTIF could deliver the revolution in transport that was being promised. 
Furthermore, campaigners were able to claim that much of the GMTIF money would be 
spent on improving the services of private bus and train operators and that they should 
be investing in improvements in any case. Whilst the Local Transport Act had opened 
up possibilities for the authorities to take back some control over the bus companies, 
and GMTIF funding would offer opportunities to pay for integrated ticketing, this 
complexity was absent from most public debate. The frame of reference for the public 
was the current expensive, disjointed and, in places, infrequent public transport 
system. In comparison with London, Manchester’s starting point for congestion 
charging was quite different. The capital had enjoyed a “highly developed public 
transport system, and the systems and structures of governance to manage and invest 
in it” and “a much more balanced pattern of mobility than anywhere else in the UK” 
(Docherty & Shaw, 2012, p. 118). One member of the Manchester public interviewed 
by Local Transport Today in the run-up to the referendum reflected this lack of faith in 
the ability of the authorities to deliver on their promises, and the extent to which poor 
levels of service can become locked in by a lack of faith in the authorities to do better: 
 

And isn’t he tempted by the promise of better public transport? “It’s always late, 

never turns up when it should do. You might as well drive ‘cos at least you know 

you’ll be on time for work” (Local Transport Today, 2008, p. 1).  

 
6.5 The Referendum 
 
The experience of the referendum illustrates the difficulty of translating a strategic long-
term macro-level decision into a collection of individual short(er)-term decisions, and 
the difficulty of these decisions forming a collective whole. It calls into question not only 
the suitability of a referendum process, but also the ability of the democratic system to 
bring about radical change, or, in lock-in terminology, a discontinuity. The binary 
choice, and outcome, of the referendum arguably became a simplified representation of 
a complex issue and did not facilitate deliberation of the finer details, advantages and 
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disadvantages, nor was voting able to communicate anything more than a ‘signal’ 
(Warren, 2012, p. 14). This led to what could be termed unexpected voter behaviour, 
such as regular cyclists voting against the plans, because they believed the investment 
in cycling infrastructure to be insufficient, even though they agreed with the overall 
principles. 
 
The following two quotations illustrate the difficulty of reducing such a complex decision 
to a binary vote. Vicky and Gemma, interviewed waiting for the bus, were pessimistic 
about the plans:  
 

“People think that because you’re paying the congestion charge it’s going to 

reduce cars on the road but I don’t think it will… there’ll be the same congestion 

problems.” (Local Transport Today, 2008, p. 1) 

 
Mr and Mrs Tudge are visiting the Asda superstore near their house: 

 

“To come from where we live now to here we’d have to pay the congestion 

charge. We’ve just got to cross the bloody road here half a mile, and we’ve got to 

pay a congestion charge to come to Asda!” (Local Transport Today, 2008, p. 7)  

 
The former are voting against because they believe it will not work effectively, and, as 
bus users, could be assumed to benefit from it, whereas the latter are voting against 
because they believe it will work too well and would interfere with their car use. The 
latter is an example of the dilemma that Monbiot presents, that the decarbonisation 
agenda “is a campaign not for abundance but for austerity… It is a campaign not for 
more freedom but for less” (Monbiot, 2007, p. 215). This also applies to decision-
makers, with “politicians seeking re-election” finding it “very difficult to tell their 
electorate that it needs to change behaviour in ways that might be perceived as 
lowering [their] quality of life” (Brand & Fischer, 2012, p. 12). 
 
There was also an issue with familiarity with the subject matter. As Pierson (2000, p. 
260) argues, many participants in politics engage in activities only sporadically. He 
points to research that indicates that actors who operate in contexts of high complexity 
and opacity tend to filter information into existing ‘mental maps’. This is pertinent to 
GMTIF since the majority of the voters will not have engaged in transport planning prior 
to the referendum and will have had only a short amount of time to digest the plans and 
get to grips with the complex set of issues surrounding transport in Greater 
Manchester. Whilst doing this they will have been bombarded by campaign messages 
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and media content which, as has been seen, did not do justice to this complexity. This 
would also apply to elected members outside of the transport and related committees.  
 
An example of this is the public’s lack of familiarity with local government finances. One 
of the concerns raised by commentators, and emphasised by the ‘no’ campaign, was 
the amount of money involved, approximately £3 billion, and the fact that half of this 
was a loan, and therefore a risk. At the same time, Greater Manchester Waste 
Disposal Authority (GMWDA), serving nine of the ten AGMA boroughs, had signed a 
deal for waste services over 25 years with the value of £3.8 billion, including a mixture 
of grant funding and finance (GMWDA, 2009). Whilst to voters unfamiliar with local 
government finance a £3 billion package might seem a huge risk, the GMWDA 
example shows that such long-term, high-value packages are not alien to local 
government. Even if such claims were scaremongering by ‘no’ campaigners, it is 
important to question the extent to which the public had the necessary information to 
counter such claims.   
 
6.6 Discussion 
 
These observations present a picture that is a long way from notions of the well-
informed electorate and communicative rationality (see Campbell & Marshall, 2002), 
and highlight the need to recognise power and knowledge disparities, strategic 
behaviour and deception (Hay, 2002, p. 315). They also highlight the ways in which 
governance structures can contribute to inertia in decision-making and the limitations of 
a referendum process in representing opinion on a complex issue.  

7. Conclusions 
GMTIF was an opportunity to address some of the challenges of transport planning in 
cities. In particular, it sought to use ‘carrot’ and ‘stick’ approaches along with 
infrastructure improvements and information approaches to promote modal shift. It 
failed to win political consensus or electoral support. Although some of the elements of 
it have now been implemented, for example extensions to Metrolink, they have not 
been part of a wider package and have not included ‘stick’ measures, such as 
congestion charging. This section summarises five key lessons from this attempt at a 
conurbation-wide step change in transport planning and ends with some concluding 
remarks.  
 
Firstly, the experience of seeking public support for GMTIF highlighted the 
controversial nature of plans to increase the cost of driving, and, as discussed, these 
are related in part to the way that private mobility is associated with freedom and social 
justice. Campaigns against the proposals were commonly framed in terms of the 
potential exclusionary impact of increased costs, whereas campaigners in favour 
emphasised other justice issues, including the potential for those on lower incomes to 
benefit from public transport, the impacts of heavy traffic on such groups, and the wider 
justice implications of climate change. These examples highlight the contested nature 
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of transport justice and the challenge of communicating complex conceptualisations of 
justice in which congestion charging, coupled with public transport investment, can be 
viewed more positively. 
 
It could of course be argued that these claims to justice were actually distortions by 
powerful business and political interests, and it certainly appeared that claims were 
focused upon, even amplified, in campaigns. However, the strength of feeling about the 
social justice elements of the plans, not only from campaigns, but also members of the 
public at public meetings, stations and tram stops, suggests a genuine concern. As 
Dudley and Chatterjee argue: “suspicions about the non-transport implications, such as 
the consequences for privacy and social justice, are easy to exploit in a context of 
uncertainty” (2012, p. 98). Accepting that such concerns can be ‘exploited’ by 
campaigners (on both sides) does not discount their importance. If anything, it 
emphasises the importance of engaging with these issues and ensuring transport 
policies are, and are understood to be, progressive. 
 
Secondly, whilst the complexity of the plans reflected in part an attempt to make them 
more precisely targeted at congestion, this made communicating them in a fragmented 
and contested political arena more challenging. It presented an unenviable 
communications challenge to the proponents of GMTIF in proposing a complex 
scheme, impacting on an extremely sensitive area of residents’ lives at a time of 
economic downturn.  
 
Thirdly, it is unsurprising that the public debate and media coverage surrounding the 
referendum became focused on the congestion charge. The examples above illustrate 
this focus and also suggest that media coverage could be seen to be selective and at 
times, whether intentionally or not, misleading. 
 
They bring into question assumptions about an informed electorate and remind us that 
transport planners and other relevant decision-makers were not able to set the terms of 
the debate and this limited their ability to communicate the wider benefits of the 
proposals. There is a need to better understand the ‘interpretative repertoire’ (Vigar et 
al., 2011, p. 478) that the public and decision-makers are using and to explore how to 
enrich the vocabulary of the media in talking about transport.  
 
Fourthly, the referendum process is extremely limited in facilitating decision-making 
that does justice to the complex and controversial nature of the plans. The difficulty of 
distilling such a complex decision into a binary choice by an electorate who could not 
be expected to become transport planning experts in such a short space of time, and 
did not necessarily receive clearly balanced information, suggests that other means of 
effective involvement need to be developed.  
 
Fifthly, there are clear governance and social dimensions of lock-in: demonstrating that 
even if a project is economically and technically possible, systemic barriers can arise 
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from government and society. Additionally, local issues, from specific governance 
arrangements to the performance and reputation of public transport, are factors in 
perpetuating the status quo.  
 
By way of a concluding observation, this discussion highlights for the author the 
importance of rethinking the way that the purpose of transport planning is 
conceptualised and the ways in which perceptions and framings can limit the capacity 
for radical change. Ferreira et al. (2012) argue that placing emphasis on increasing 
mobility is like measuring the success of a gold mine by how much land is moved, 
rather than how much gold is obtained. Their point is that too often the focus is on the 
extent to which people are moving around, rather than the impact, positively or 
negatively, of that movement. They argue that accessibility is the goal (or gold) of 
transport planning and question the logic of increasing the extent that people move 
around unless this has positive implications for accessibility. Accessibility can, for 
example, be achieved by locating services close to where people are - more gold, less 
land moved, to continue Ferreira et al.’s metaphor. Following the opening exploration of 
literature and policy in section 3, health and environmental sustainability might be 
added to the goals of transport planning to construct ‘sustainable accessibility’.  
 
Increasing mobility is only a subset of the options available to policy-makers in 
promoting sustainable accessibility, and in some cases can be counterproductive: for 
example, if the result is that people have to drive, or take a bus, further to access 
groceries. In turn, car-based mobility is a subset of the options available for increasing 
mobility: walking, cycling and public transport are often preferable in environmental, 
social inclusion and health terms. 
 
In this conceptualisation, in which mobility is one way of achieving these wider social 
goals, and car-based mobility just one form of mobility amongst many, the ‘motorist’, 
insofar as such an identity exists, is shifted from centre stage to be just one actor in a 
transport system. This conceptualisation resonates with debates in transport planning 
and research, but was largely absent from the public debates on the proposals, which 
instead became focused, on both ‘sides’, on how much individuals would be paying to 
drive, as if keeping this low was the only goal of transport planning. This results in a 
narrow focus, obscuring the bigger picture. As Wolmar argues, ‘simplistic arguments 
about taxation and fleecing the motorist make it impossible to develop and implement 
rational long-term policies that would benefit wider society’ (Wolmar, 2008). 
 
It is difficult to imagine a leap from the simplified debates on AGMA’s proposals to this 
more nuanced understanding, but an emphasis on a sense of justice that places 
automobility at centre stage, rather than at the edge, is a factor that can be seen to lock 
us in, conceptually, to transport systems centred around the car. Whilst those 
individuals who opposed the plans can celebrate, the need to tackle the wider societal 
problems associated with car dependency remains.  
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Table 1- Outline timeline of the bid, debates, consultations and referendum. 
 
  

January 2007 Plans first announced in local media 

Spring 2007 Initial consultation and political debates 

July 2007 AGMA’s TIF bid submitted to national 
Government 

Autumn 2007 and Spring 2008 Research and stakeholder engagement 

  

June 2008 AGMA’s bid accepted by national 
Government 

July 2008 Consultation on the proposals begins; 
Plans for referendum announced 

October 2008 End of consultation on the proposals 

December 2008 Referendum (a two-week voting period 
between 28th November and 11th 
December) 
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Figure 1 – Map of the proposals, from 2007 leaflet produced by the Association 
of Greater Manchester Authorities (AGMA) and the Greater Manchester 
Passenger Transport Authority (GMPTA). Shows the inner and outer charging 
rings and the times the charge would be applicable. 
Figure 2 – MART campaign video (screen grabs). Source: MART website, 
discontinued. 
Figure 3 – The squirrel mascot for the yes campaign, with slogan. Source: 
Clean Air Now. 
Figure 4 – Roadside advert by Manchester Against Road Tolls (MART). Photo 
credit: Anonymous. 
Figure 5 – Roadside advert by Manchester Against Road Tolls (MART). Photo 
credit: Anonymous. 
Figure 6 – Leaflet produced by Clean Air Now. Source: Clean Air Now. 
Figure 7 – Leaflet produced by Clean Air Now. Source: Clean Air Now. 
Figure 8 – YES Campaign Adverts. Source: Yes Campaign. 
Figure 9 – Beer mat produced by Greater Manchester Momentum Group. Scan 
of original. 
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