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When parish councillors and I were asked by County Highways for our views on a 20

mph speed limit trial in Melbourn, as an experimental 12-month scheme to be paid

for out of pre-allocated County funds for five such schemes across Cambridgeshire,

there was enthusiasm and eagerness to take the next step of public consultation. 20

mph schemes pioneered in other parts of the country had signalled significant success

in creating safer road conditions.

I’m sure that other councillors representing other villages across Cambridgeshire will

concur that speeding traffic is among the main issues raised by residents and parish

councils, but rarely are solutions available. Traffic calming measures cost money

which the County Council has less and less of. Police enforcement of speed limits is

extremely difficult at best, due to a thinly spread and understaffed police force

throughout the county. Parish councils generally make regular requests for speed

limit reductions, which Highways say it cannot grant, for a variety of reasons

involving legal, policy and financial constraints.

So when a blanket speed reduction experiment was offered to Melbourn, albeit with a

number of issues to be ironed out, the only justifiable next step seemed to be to take

the matter to residents for their consideration.

Information about the consultation was disseminated to every house in the village via

the Melbourn Magazine; it was also published in the Cambridge News, the Royston

Crow and on the Village Website. I disseminated consultation contact details once in

a paper leaflet distributed to every household, twice through my monthly email

newsletter, and published it also on my website. Two anonymously authored flyers

strongly objecting to the scheme and containing some inaccurate information were

also distributed in many areas of the village. All in all, I think it’s fair to say that the

topic made it into the public domain, however the level of background information

and context has been limited.

A heated debate took place on the newly established village website. While it is

difficult to know the actual number of individuals taking part in that discussion, due

to the usage of alias identities, clearly the subject of the 20 mph trial scheme was

generating some difficult relations between people. The parish council’s integrity was

called into question on the website forum, on account of the fact that it is

predominantly co-opted rather than elected. Most parish councillors in

Cambridgeshire are not subject to election, because insufficient volunteers come

forward to trigger the election process. Nevertheless, accusations still cause damage,

and for the parish council to be unfairly undermined in its ability to carry out its

responsibilities would be very unfortunate.

In some ways the reaction in Melbourn has been difficult to gauge, partly because of

hidden identities on the website, but mainly because only a small percentage of the

electorate – 2.8% - responded to the consultation. Of that response, the view has

been about 5-1 against the scheme. The second anonymous flyer generated an

obvious surge in negative responses.

Out of the opposition to the scheme, two points of particular importance stand out:

The first is the fact that the speed limit will not be enforced, due to lack of police

resources. Some drivers would comply with the speed limit, and some would not, but

the freedom to ignore the speed limit makes a mockery of the rule of law. Arbitrary

enforcement would cause justified resentment. Bringing the law into disrepute is

damaging. Many people have pointed out with some anger that the current 30 mph

speed limit is not enforced.

The second is that the main speeding problems in the village appear to exist in exactly

the areas left out by the proposed blanket limit – especially between Melbourn

Science Park and Cherry Park Industrial Estate. The parish council has strenuously

argued with Highways that this area should be included in the proposed scheme, but

Highways has responded that for legal and policy reasons it cannot be. Many

councillors regard this is a major flaw in the design of the scheme, and this is an

undermining factor all round. Indeed the parish council has written to me, saying that

if this point cannot be resolved, then its support for the scheme will be weakened.

Conclusion:

Regretfully, while my own view is that on balance a 20 mph speed limit would

probably result in some lowering of the speed of traffic through the village, the

following concerns make it impossible for me to support going ahead with the trial:

1. Lack of police enforcement to bring about a significantly consistent reduction in

speed limit, causing confusion for drivers and pedestrians and also damage to the

integrity of the law.

2. The omission of an important section of the village, between Melbourn Science

Park and Cherry Park, from the trial area.

3. It is worrying that the consultation has caused so much difficulty in terms of

relations within the village, and while this has nothing to do with traffic issues, in my

view it is nevertheless an important consideration. The success of any trial would

depend on a community willingness to make it work, and a community that is in

disagreement is the wrong foundation on which to begin.

To end on a positive note, I would like to express a huge thanks to the parish council

and to residents for their willingness to consider and discuss this matter. Adopting a

pioneering role is not easy and I hope that the steps we have taken collectively will

contribute useful knowledge to the introduction of future speed limit reduction

schemes elsewhere.
