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Dear Reader,


   Written by an executive member of the local bus user group, this paper is a damming indictment of the currently proposed Valley Gardens 3 scheme. While its principles are supported, questions should be raised whether should it be built at any cost!  
     While the council previously made some positive changes to the design, which should have arguably never reached the full design stage; many bus CONCERNS remain unresolved.  Worse, under a later scheme, perhaps two years ago; the council added several new problems for buses, including two further measures- which significantly reduced capacity at the Aquarium junction.
      Despite putting forward alternative designs, that could have solved most problems, the council has only made the most marginal of changes. It has not made any attempt to justify, why the current scheme is better than these alternatives. It is not even clear whether the council fully understands the problems that buses are likely to face. Their opinion appears to be, we have previously made some changes to the design, and that is it. 
    This document is the latest January update of bus user concerns, with significant changes; including how construction risks affecting buses. 

       The Aquarium junction.  The first concern relates to capacity reduction to the Aquarium junction. This is addition to the capacity reduction, caused by signalising a junction, which generally works very well as a roundabout. 

    First an apology. No one is perfect. The original model did not have Pelican crossing across important Madeira Drive, and the author mistakenly thought that the only way that this could be achieved,  would be to abandon the consultants clever solution of signal phasing, and instead introduce a capacity sapping ‘all Pelican/Toucan’ signal phase.

   This has been addressed. Normally ahead and left turns would see a green signal at the same time. The consultant’s clever arrangement means the left turn signal phase, operates at a completely different time, from the ahead/right turn.     
    For example: during southbound left turn phase into Marine Parade; this operates at same time as the right turn from Marine Parade into the Old Steine. During this phase, this also allows the Pelican/ Toucan phase across both the main Grand Junction Road and Madeira Drive to be green. 
During the southbound ahead/right turn traffic phase, the Toucan across Marine Parade is green. And so on. 

   However while clever, this solution is not perfect either.   It does requires sufficient length of second/third lane, otherwise traffic in one direction starts blocking traffic in the other direction. While this has now been realised and addressed, it has caused a notable loss of junction capacity.



     First. Originally, there were two southbound traffic lanes heading towards the junction, carrying the majority of the traffic (which is turning right or heading straight ahead). This has been reduced to a single lane, apart from very close to the junction. This will reduce this southbound traffic capacity by about perhaps 40%; which will have a significant effect on junction capacity. It would also force most traffic to use the offside lane, where most buses need to be.

     The second change, is to extend the westbound right-turn lane in Marine Parade, to avoid traffic conflict. However, while less problematic than a previous design; it still narrows eastbound A259 Marine Parade traffic fairly quickly down to a single lane. While better, it is assumed that merging traffic will still cause eastbound traffic to start queuing across the Aquarium junction, half way through the A259 ahead signal phase. Significantly affecting eastbound traffic flow. It will also hamper buses getting out from the Marine Parade bus stop.

     Both changes reduce junction capacity. Based this 2005 data, a new estimate shows the junction to still be 10% above maximum capacity. But far better than the ‘all Pelican’ junction.

       The council has stated it completed a fresh traffic calculation in 2021;  using a different method to assess traffic capacity. As a major Pandemic year, when people were encouraged to work from home, this could well have understated traffic flow. Given our concerns, it is a pity the council has not shared these details with ourselves.
     Our only hope is that capacity restrictions along the coast road (and other similar restrictive measures), have reduced traffic flow/demand through the junction, sufficiently to avoid serious problems. However notable concerns remain.  

     It has also been noted that where road space is available, and separate signal phases are envisage; small traffic islands are usually created to mount the traffic signals showing the different phases. This has not been the case here, leading to speculation whether the council plans to introduce a capacity sapping ‘all pedestrian phase’ arrangement, instead.
   In addition, the council has chosen not to model the junction, using summer weekend traffic figures; which could well be higher. Brighton is after all, a major resort and shopping destination. Bus companies cannot choose just to run during winter months- when traffic is generally lighter. It needs to offer an all year service, which could well be affected by increased summer time congestion.


 Problems for buses A23 southbound. At least two-thirds of all the city’s bus services head southbound towards St. James Street. As just mentioned, all traffic wanting to turn right (and ahead) on to the coast road, at the Aquarium junction, will be forced into the southbound right-hand traffic lane.   Unfortunately, this is the same traffic lane buses also need to use, to turn right into North Street. With possible capacity issues at the Aquarium junction, this risks causing delays to southbound buses. 
    It has been suggested that the signal controller can detect long traffic queues, and hold traffic further north, and so reducing the effect on bus services. However the concern here, is that unless manually overridden, because the southbound inside lane will be almost empty, the signal controller may not be able to recognise there are significant traffic queues, to start relocating traffic! 

    However the problems continue: In the offside lane, there was to be a bus lane towards the south-western quadrant of the Old Steine (now open to all vehicles). However, the top half of this lane, now looks to be too narrow for buses, and so buses are likely to continue to be affected by tailbacks, from the Aquarium junction.
   Thirdly, the right turn into this south-western quadrant of the Old Steine, is not signalised, with buses waiting for gaps in the traffic. While problems here have been reduced in the latest design. Ideally the traffic signals would be synchronised. So once buses get through the Edward Street, buses would pass through St. James Street unhindered, then continue turning right into the South-western quadrant of the Old Steine- in a single movement. This time saving would go some way to offset the extra time and distance for buses having to go all the way around the Old Steine, rather than use the current War Memorial right-turn cut-off, into North Street.
South-western quadrant of the Old Steine:
    This represents perhaps the biggest concern about the scheme. While space for four buses is shown, at the south-western quadrant bus stops. In practical terms, the bus stop area basically only has space for three buses. This is to handle all the buses that currently stop here -Brighton station buses services, plus all the buses that currently stop by the southbound War Memorial bus stop H. This totals around 102 buses per hour! (Including the service 700, which takes a long time to load).

     While the council and bus companies are not forthcoming over whether they hope to operate the area as a single, or multiple bus stops; both options have their problems.  
       If operated as a single bus stop, it is likely that the loading times will be so long (especially if B & H bus maintains its policy of limiting loading, to two buses at a time), then the cumulative loading times are likely to be so extended, it risks causing long queues of buses trying to getting into the bus stop area; and possibly leading to a complete breakdown of bus services.  This would be particularly problematic, for passengers with mobility, sight, and many other health issues, to be able to reach the right bus before it departs. There have been some problems for bus users, at the new combined C/D bus stop at Churchill Square, and that may only have one-third of the number of buses.

       While there have been indications, the main bus company may adopt this approach; another option is to use multiple bus stops (possible split Brighton station and other services).
The major problem here is manoeuvring space. While the council has endeavoured to maximise this, it remains little greater than near St. Peter’s Church. Here, the main bus company has deemed there to be too little manoeuvring space, to operate the area as multiple bus stops. 
     This manoeuvring space issue becomes an even greater problem, when buses stick out, because they have not had sufficient distance to get close and parallel with the kerb.  
       If this does not block the main traffic running lane on its own, then queues of buses waiting to get into the correct bus stop, is likely to do so. This will frequently occur. 

        The only possibility of keeping services moving, is to use the parallel road space, currently allocated for a bus stand. While problems would be far less, if there is only a single bus-laying over in this stand; there is the potential for many more services to also stop there.

         It remains unclear where terminating bus services will drop passengers, and layover.
In addition to the service 25 (possibly with two buses) and the 700 (which would have liked two); the current service 78 and more recent hourly service 273, all terminate in the area (and there are rumours the 701 could be resurrected). If more than one bus stops in these south-west quadrant stands, this risks causing serious problems. This would be made far worse if authorised/unauthorised vehicles (or buses/ coaches) stop here, as is often currently the case. 

     Thirdly, it should be remembered that the Aquarium roundabout is currently useful to complete a ‘U’ turn, for traffic that has been forced to head in the wrong direction (eastbound), by right turn bans out of West Street, East Street, Regency Car Park, etc. 
     As axing the roundabout means this is no longer being possible; the south-western quadrant of the Old Steine becomes a natural route for cars to complete a ‘U’ turn. The road will also provide general traffic access for cars heading into St. James Street, from the north. While in terms of general traffic levels, this may not be that great, it only requires a few cars to compound the delays buses will face, in the south-western quadrant of the Old Steine.

    Very recently, it has also become clear- that northbound traffic will be allowed to turn right from the Old Steine, into St. James Street. If as is fairly likely, traffic delays occur eastbound in Marine Parade, St. James Street could become an attractive option, for traffic avoiding these delays. 
      A well as this traffic passing through this important shopping area being very unwelcome; it is likely to delays buses using the St. James Street bus stops. 
     To avoid this unwanted right turn into St. James Street, the resulting right turn ban would add further to traffic using the South-western quadrant of the Old Steine. 
     All of which, is likely to compound the delays buses will face, in the south-western quadrant of the Old Steine- unless avoiding measures are taken.


   Also, when the city becomes congested, a number of services currently terminate early at the 
Old Steine, to maintain acceptable reliability.  With the lack of terminating layover space (under current plans), services will probably need to terminate further north- perhaps in the London Road/St. Peter’s area; forcing many people to change buses- adding inconvenience (especially for less mobile passengers), perhaps cost; and so further discouraging bus usage.

   Marine Parade Westbound bus stop:   Two years ago, changes were made to this busy major bus stop, causing it to become a notable problem. Currently, buses can start approaching the bus stop from Steine Street onwards, giving a good approach angle, and allowing two buses to get fairly close and parallel with the kerb. 
    The new design only allows full access to get into the kerb, from Manchester Street onwards. While the first bus may be able to get fairly close to the kerb, there are frequently multiple bus services using this heavily used bus stop. The acute approach angle for the second bus, could be such, that passengers may be forced to step off the high kerb, onto the road, then a big step back onto the bus. This would particularly adversely affect less mobile bus users. 
      Also buses could find it difficult to get out from the stop. Normally cars are quite good at letting buses out- reducing delays. But here, as car drivers in this middle lane are inexplicably forced to give way to traffic in the outside lane, so these drivers could be concentrating on getting into the outside lane, rather than letting buses out.
    I have already mentioned traffic queuing across the Aquarium junction; could cause additional problems for buses getting into, and out from, the bus stop. However, the risk that this major bus stop could be abandoned, has been greatly reduced! 

   Northbound bus stops: Potential problems at the northbound bus stops, have been underemphasised so far.                
    It is assumed the design includes a 2.5 metre wide bus lane, with two 3 metre wide traffic lanes, for the A23 main carriageway.  
    The first problem is buses are more than 2.5 metres wide, so even if they could get close to the kerb, they will stick out into the main carriageway. This is made more likely, because the road is on two continuous curves, first a left curve, then a right curve; making it even more difficult for buses to get close to the kerb; so effectively blocking the narrow inside A23 traffic lane (especially if loading buses park awkwardly).   

       There is now a substantial question over whether this area will operate as a single bus stop (as has been suggested by the bus company to the consultants), or the previously assumed two bus stops.                If it operates as a single bus stop, the expected stopping pattern (subject to change), is all buses, apart from the 5/5B series, will stop on the west- side of the War Memorial. Representing a substantial number of buses.
    Cumulatively, this will add up to considerable loading time, especially when you consider this is the start point of the main bus service to the University- attracting large numbers of students, who take a time to load.
   While not as bad as the south-west quadrant bus stops; this could well result in long queues of buses waiting to get into the main bus stop area (especially if buses are limited to loading only two buses at a time). Possibly to the point of bus services breaking down, with queues of buses past the War Memorial. If buses start double stacking, this could totally block the A23 northbound. 
   However the greater problem is for less mobile bus users, and for those with sight problems. Because buses could stop anywhere- this can make catching the bus difficult.
This would be ironic, as this is the same bus company that has won awards for its accessibility objectives! 

     If area was to operate as two bus stops: these northbound bus stops were too close to each other. While this problem could easily be resolved; there is still some likelihood that buses will wait in the first available traffic lane, to get into the correct bus stop. Given the narrowness of the ‘bus lane’, the twistiness of the road, and the narrow A23 traffic lanes, this could also cause the A23 northbound to be blocked. This would again make it more difficult for buses to turn left from North Street, at the new War Memorial left turn. 
    There is no easy answer (other than retaining the existing northbound bus stops); but these issues do need to be flagged up.

     The third issue here, is the main north-south cycle lane runs straight through the University bus stop passenger circulation area, with large numbers of people milling around waiting for buses, at the start of its main route.   This creates an area of very high passenger/cyclist conflict risk. It is more likely the bus stop will be forced to move, rather than the cycle lane. Would there then be sufficient pavement waiting space available for intending passengers? 
  
  Inconvenience for passengers: Whereas at present, all northbound services stop at three closely spaced bus stops, which are convenient to use, especially for passengers for the London Road shopping area. The new arrangement is quite inconvenient.
     Our understanding of current thinking on how services will be split; is the 5 routes would stop in Castle Square, with all other northbound services stopping at two bus stops on the north-east side of the War Memorial. However they are split, it will cause some problems for passengers. 
    For example under current proposals, passengers wanting to access the London Road, north of Carden Avenue- would see their services split between Castle Square (5 series), and the War Memorial bus stops (17?, 270/1/2/3). Passengers living between the 5B and 26 routes, would face similar inconvenience. However it is split, some passengers will lose out. If all services were moved to the bus stops- north-east of the War Memorial, the increased load on these stops, could cause more delays to northbound traffic/buses.         
     As services will be split, large real-time information displays will be required showing ‘all services’, to reduce inconvenience, and give passengers a greater chance of finding the first suitable bus. 
 
    Some other issues: 
(1) There is some concern, that having a Zebra Crossing, rather than a Pelican crossing across the entrance to Castle Square/North Street, could further delays buses; when there is a near continuous stream of pedestrians, crossing the road.
(2) On signal synchronisation issues: because westbound buses (in particular) have a longer journey time than at present, it is important the greatest possible signal synchronisation is utilised, to help offset this extra journey time. At least synchronised from the Edward Street junction, to the bus stops at the South-western quadrant of the Old Steine. Preferably these signals would be synchronised back from the Marlborough Place bus lane. 
(3) While it will hopefully not be an issue; but the fact that earlier on, the council had suggested no ‘swept path analysis’ had been completed on long 15 metre coaches, being able to enter into the narrow entrance of Pool Valley coach station (with the road opposite being considerably narrowed), raises questions. Without further confirmation, this means the possibility of problems occurring, cannot be ruled out.

Is it good for cyclists?:     Cycle lanes should be supported, when they do not have a notable negative effect on bus services; and the north-south cycle route will provide a much needed facility. However, its routing should be questioned. By diverting the cycle lane west of the Victoria(n) fountain, it has been suggested that the routing is so circuitous, many cyclists will not use it, and instead seek alternative routes.    If the cycle lane was to run east of the fountain, not only would this be much shorter for cyclists, but would benefit buses.

Are there better alternatives?:   Ideas have been put forward that would answer almost all our concerns. While change is unlikely, the scheme remains so negative towards bus services, it is only hoped that something more positive will be constructed.     The Valley Gardens scheme was sold to councillors as being positive for buses; but this is very far from reality. Ignoring scrapped schemes, this could be the most negative scheme to reach the construction stage, in more than a generation!
 
   Problems during construction: While stages 1/ 2 of Valley Gardens had a valuable multistage blueprint to minimise delays to buses, identifying routes buses could use, and identify where they will stop.  There is no similar blueprint for stage 3.
   All is not totally lost, as has been seen at a recent public display, by the consultants. However, while the council does have a stage programme, it is currently far from clear where buses will be able to stop, or even whether they will be able to pass through the area, during certain stages. Let alone the degree of disruption buses will face, with resultant unreliability problems. At times, this could be comparable to the severe disruption caused during the Royal Albion fire aftermath.

    Also publicly available drawings have been deficient- with missing details including no drop kerbs, Accessible kerbs or drainage details. Also the lack of plans showing the overlay of new plans, on the existing layout, could cause future delays/conflict and extra cost (especially if revised drainage is required). 
      For example: Those constructing the scheme could have assumed (and priced) retention of an existing kerb line, whereas the kerb line has actually moved. During stage Valley Gardens 1 /2, sometimes kerb lines were moved by as little as 15cm. This would not be apparent on available plans. 

Potential issues for buses, by stage:

Stage 1, has started. During the roadworks in Castle Square,  most northbound evening services were removed for a distance of nearly a mile, between Churchill Square and St, Peter’s Church, causing considerable inconvenience for less mobile users. If this is what the main bus company and council see as acceptable; it does not bode well for more difficult stages of the project.

Stage 2: will start sometime in the New Year, and concentrates on the east side of the Valley. It is assumed that existing bus stops will remain, but narrowing the southbound road down a single lane (particularly near Edward Street) could cause some congestion problems, as traffic builds later in the year. St. James Street will be closed for several weeks.

Stage 3-Spring-summer 2025: moves to the western side of the eastbound carriageway. The main westbound bus stop H will be removed (as will the large bus layover area south of the Old Steine, which is currently used by terminating buses, and services turning early to maintain reliability, etc.). It is not known where buses will stop, and/or terminate. Or how south-western quadrant bus stops will cope.
    More importantly, towards the end of Stage 3, the current northbound A23 (past the Pavilion), will be closed. It is not known where northbound buses, which currently use the Pavilion bus stops will stop; nor routing for A23 northbound traffic. This may coincide with busier summer traffic.

Stage 4- (Summer- Winter 2025).  This is likely to be the most difficult period for buses, as the whole of the west side of the valley will be rebuilt (including the St. James Street crossover). It is important the Old Steine area is still served. It is hoped the bus companies and bus user group are involved with the sub phasing of these works, as it could be the most damaging to bus services.
Stage 5- (Winter 25 to summer 26): This will involve reengineering the area currently occupied by the Aquarium roundabout. Lane closures are likely, with significant delays to traffic, possibly buses. While the separate proposed bus lane in Marine Parade is appreciated, it is not clear where coastal east bus services will stop.

Stages of work ommited: It is notable that a number of roadworks, are not listed among the five stages.        This includes all the roadworks, north of Edward Street, where Valley Gardens is at its narrowest point. Neither is similar alterations or removal of the central reservation, south of Edward Street covered. All of which could have quite an adverse effect on bus services. 

      Further points: While some of the worst fears have been allayed; this should not belittle the significant delays and disruption, buses are likely to face. The lack of details where buses will stop, during stage 4, and the later phases of stage 3; is a particular concern.  
  This could still prove to be the most disruptive constructional proposal the city has ever seen.

     Further discussions are needed (including with the bus user group), to minimise disruption. The bus companies need the maximum notice of lane closures- so they can implement changes to services, to minimise overall damage to bus users. Probably turning buses, before they reach the junction. 



    Extending the construction period, at considerable expense?: 
    If you look at the council’s recent record on designing transport schemes- reflecting the needs of a majority of the city’s transport users- it is not good. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]   The introduction during the Covid period (and subsequent reversal) of cycle lanes along the Old Shoreham Road; and along the coast road, west of the Brighton Pier, could be mentioned.
Three other schemes never made it into concrete, but other schemes are pending. 

   While no one is suggesting the whole Valley Gardens 3 scheme would be reversed; but when the problems with the finished scheme are finally recognised- then there is likely to be considerable pressure to modify the design, at considerable expense, and causing further serious disruption to bus services, to address these problems. While we are at the eleventh hour, it is surely better to get the design right first time. 




Thank you for listening                                                                    Written by Peter Elvidge    
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