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Notes for a distance presentation by Eric Britton

The New Mobility Agenda (http://www.newmobility.org/ )

The Politics of Transportation: New thinking & world-wide collaborative problem-solving

Introduction and invitation:

In March of this year I received a kind invitation from the organizers of this conference to address a group which was going to bring together in Beijing mayors of more than one hundred Chinese cities, large and small. And since their chosen topic – getting control of cars in cities and figuring out what to do next – is right in the main line of my long term professional interests, I was delighted to be asked and wanted to oblige. However for various personal reasons (see below) I had to inform my hosts that I would not be able to travel to Beijing in order to make that planned one hour presentation. 

But at the same time, I immediately offered that I would like try to be of use to them in their good cause, and suggested that the most efficient way to get the job done was via the same low cost videoconferencing techniques that we have regularly used over the last dozen years, linking to similar events in places as far distant as from our offices in Paris as Bilbao, Stockholm, Boston, Toronto, Vancouver, and Perth. And on numerous occasions even to meetings a few miles away on www.ecoplan.org other side of Paris. Altogether easy to do, cheap, CO2 efficient and effective, if you lay a careful base. The problem in this particular case turned out that there was no guarantee of adequate provision in the meeting facility for the needed high speed internet connection at the other end.  So we had to come up with a Plan B.  

Getting to Beijing - Plan B:

My initial assignment was to address the topic: “Purpose and effect of the establishing of the Car Free Day, and suggestions for Chinese cities”. As one of the original founders of the international Car Free Day movement, I was probably a reasonably good choice for this particular job. But as you will see here, I decided that it was going to be far more useful if I first took a few steps back from Car Free Days as a possible solution, to consider in fact what some of the basic problems might be (bearing in mind that one of the reasons for the miserable performance of the transport systems in most of our cities was precisely because all too often the people there figured out what the answers were, before they took the time to figure out what the problems might be.)

My interpretation of the assignment, was that I should try to do what I could in the short hour available to me to see if we might all together arrive at some new thinking about some of the old problems that they are now facing, and in degrees altogether unencountered in our world cities in the past. The size and speed with which these problems and clearly unsatisfactory solutions – solutions based in large part on what politicians and transport planners have been doing in most cities for decades – call for radical new thinking. And measures that can be put to work starting, say, tomorrow morning.

The mechanics of the distance presentation: 

Working with Carlos F. Pardo of the GTZ group as my “local” contact (Carlos was at the time in Bogotá, his GTZ Moblity colleagues in the Eschborn,, the Hewlett Energy Foundation  team in San Francisco, me in Paris and the conference of course in Beijing . . . but that’s how one works in 2007) we decided to handle this using five sets of video and audio presentations, as follows: (You will find each of these links if you go to the Sustainable Transport Emergency Project of the New Mobility Agenda at http://www.co2.newmobility.org, and click down on the left menu to Collaborative Projects, and from there to Global South

Part 1 –A short audio presentation and think piece, which you will find here.


Parts 2 to 4 -  three about ten minute videos, which in turn undertake to address: (a) 

(a) the concept of "old mobility" (the way things were done in most places in the past and which still, unfortunately, are often used today;

(b) the new planning and investment  approaches increasingly being used at the leading edge  in world cities today (the so-called New Mobility Agenda); and 

(c) a few closing points involving concepts such as  Car Free Days and other techniques for focusing public attention on the issues, but concluding with a proposal to develop an entirely new strategic approach for Chinese cities which draws not only on best practices at the leading edge, but which goes far beyond past experience to fashion new visions and actions, which open up radical new models not only for the cities in China, but also as examples for cities anywhere in the world seeking to find their way.


Part 5 - A cycle of four short videos to be shown at the end of the morning and just before the lunch break, for a total of 15 minutes. They range from the highly innovative, institutive and very serious, and end with an old Disney cartoon, which is intended to show how little things have changed for many people in our field over the last half century. A good way to prepare for a lively lunch break.

Supporting materials:

The presentation is supported by three websites, all of the New Mobility Agenda.

· The first of these is at http://www.newmobility.org/, and introduces the overall program and at the same time provides a huge amount of background materials and supporting links covering many aspects of our tough challenge area.

· The second is more focused, the Sustainable Transport Emergency Project which you can see at http://www.co2.newmobility.org. The present collaboration with the Beijing project sponsors is part of this cooperative project.

· The third is addressed specially to one of the main concerns of the Beijing meeting, the uses and abuses of Car Free Days. The site is that of the World Car Free Days Consortium at http://worldcarfreeday.com/. 

Annex A: Personal responsibility:

"The reasonable man adapts himself to the conditions that surround him... The unreasonable man adapts surrounding conditions to himself... All progress depends on the unreasonable man."
                      - G. B. Shaw, Mrs. Warren's Profession, 1893

· Paris/Beijing, air travel round trip: generates a bit more than two tons of CO2.

· That seems like a harsh burden on our poor sweltering planet for a one hour presentation

· To compensate for this, the various carbon offset programs propose offset costs and financial contributions of anywhere from € 10 to € 40 depending on whose scale you chose.

· But that strikes me as grossly inadequate, a quickly applied balm to an otherwise guilty conscious. And not nearly enough. Somehow the idea of paying for an ability to sin freely reminds me of the rage of Martin Luther, a most unreasonable man. 

Fortunately I had a fall-back strategy to help me in such cases that I would now like to explain to you briefly, not least because it is the main reason that this presentation takes its present form.

In a planet being transformed by our egregious and unabating generation of Greenhouse Gases and other pollutants through our personal and all but invisible (to us) actions and choices, back in the late nineties I decided that I had to start to take my own personal carbon footprint into account, which was the first step leading me to greater awareness of my own choices and actions.  To this end, I set up on all our websites a section entitle “Personal Responsibility” (you can see it just to the left, toward the bottom of the menu), with a short essay setting out my own philosophy and choices.  Nothing very original in this.

One part of this was a strategy to avoid unnecessary air travel, under which I decided to pose a set of conditions anytime I was asked to get on a plane. It works like this. For each hour in transit (one way at least), I have to stay in that place to work in my areas of expertise to reinforce sustainability and social justice projects in that place. Ten hours of flight time (I really should include airport transit and waiting times, but that begins to be tough on the client, especially those working in the public sector), means at least ten days of  focused professional work in that place. In this case Beijing or other cities in China. 

Unfortunately this time around there was simply not enough lead time to make these arrangements this time around. Which is why we went to work on Plan B.

Annex B: Summary of points made in Part II video

The Seven Pillars of Transition to New Mobility 

1. An overarching urban environment policy:  Such a policy is needed in all our world cities, to coordinate the provision of not just transport, but also housing, energy and other vital services. Tinkering with any one of these issues in isolation is bound to fail, as it has in the past. We can and must do better if we are to meet environmental challenges and improve the health and wellbeing of our citizens.


2. Target improvements for people, quality of life in very specific, felt ways. And not new infrastructure additions, increased vehicle throughput, or top speeds.  A city’s transport system is not a goal; it is a means to something far more important.


3. Packages of measures: The New Mobility Agenda is distinguished from the old ways of planning and making investments by the fact that it will in most places be characterized by very large numbers of often quite small projects and initiatives. And by many more actors and participants. One of the main challenges of an effective policy will be to find ways to see these various measures as interactive synergistic and mutually supporting projects within a unified greater whole. This is a significant challenge to our planners at all levels. 

4. A single systemic performance measure: "People manage what they measure". Chose a single measure of system performance, improvement (degradation) which will somehow cover the performance of the transportation system as a whole. We propose CO2, but it may be either some other GHG indicator or, if you can figure it, traffic in the system as a whole. Once you have it insight, post it and make sure that progress is made widely known over the Web and other accessible public for a. 


5. Open planning and outreach:  Get away from planning and decision making by experts in private. Reach out into the community and involve the many people who understand the issues and can help deepen the quality of the overall system and help you get broader public support for your performance improvements.


6. Put women first:  Transport planning and policy in the past has been almost entirely conducted by men, usually with good education, who see the world through their own lenses. For this reason we have got what we have got. If now we shift our focus to improving transport conditions for women (and children, and older people), we will have systems that much better reflect the needs and the possibilities of our societies.  The best way to get this shift going is (a) to start to involve large numbers of women in the planning and decision process, and (b) to ensure that traffic counts and indicators are disaggregated for gender (and if possible for main age groups).

7. Target the short term:  The problems that we are facing in all our major cities are too immediate and too grave to be allowed to wait. The short term – the next two to four years – needs to become the main focus for transport policy and investment. At least 80-90% of all spending should be digested to measure, tools and projects that are going to yield significant performance improvements in the next two – four years. Once we have done this and achieved the very large results of which we are capable, we can in 2011 perhaps sit down and think about 2050. 
Ensure success. And the final pillar, which should not be forgotten in a world in which political realities and public opinion are not about to go away, is that we should be choosing and working with measures and tools which have proven themselves in other places, and that every act is directed to making sure that we succeed in what we set out to do. Success is critical! 

� These notes are intended to help in preparing handouts and on-screen sub-titles in Chinese in support of video presentations





 Eric Britton, Presentation Notes, 2007-04-14


      Page 4of 4

