Inclusion of social benefits in transport planning

Overview

The road sector consumes a considerable part of the overall infrastructure investments made by developing countries and, with an increased focus on poverty reduction, there is an increasing emphasis on those for low volume roads. But traditional appraisal frameworks do not cater well for the economic justification of these roads and poverty reduction and other social benefit issues tend to be ignored. The inclusion of social benefits within appraisal techniques has the potential to focus investments on the poor and hence the majority of the population.

Developing countries and donors are also increasingly asking for guidance on incorporating social benefits within transport appraisal as the emphasis on poverty reduction and social considerations increase. The non-existence of widely accepted methods for quantifying benefits from low volume roads and for prioritising investments is demonstrated by the diversity in the procedures currently used and is well recognised by DFID, the World Bank, PIARC and many other organisations. The ISOHDM technical committee also receives numerous requests from users of the Highway Development and Management Tool (HDM-4) for advice on how to incorporate social benefits in their analysis.

In the light of this, DFID has awarded a Knowledge and Research (KaR) contract to a consortium of partners with the objective of developing a commonly acceptable approach for the inclusion of social benefits in road appraisal.

Background

Over the last 20 years, road investments in developing countries have been planned and prioritised on the basis of economic appraisal models, such as the HDM-4, as well as prioritisation indices. The road appraisal models are mainly used to evaluate primary and secondary roads, and have an economic framework in which separately identified non-economic (or social benefits) play no part. In contrast, prioritisation indices/ranking procedures are more often used to plan rural access or feeder roads. These are less economic in orientation and often include a social benefit component. Although many different prioritisation indices have been developed in different countries they have not been widely discussed nor have they been subject to much independent scrutiny. There is no commonly accepted method of defining or incorporating social benefits into road appraisal criteria; furthermore, a simplistic addition of social and economic benefits is likely to lead to problems of double counting. 

Social benefits are most likely to be highly significant in the following circumstances:

· Where there is a desire to weight conventional traffic benefits to different classes of existing users (e.g. provide higher weightings to the poor).

· Where investment can provide a very significant improvement in vehicle access as in situations where there is no existing access at all or the access is at risk of being cut.

· Where existing traffic volumes are very low or where the population is very remote.

An additional reason for this research is the increasing interest by donors for appropriate methods of subsidising rural transport services to isolated and poor areas. A knowledge of the nature of social benefits provides a critical justification in this area.

Purpose of project

This project aims to provide a rational basis for assessing and measuring benefits and costs from access roads. There are circumstances under which quantification, let alone monetisation, of socio-economic benefits is not possible, and for this reason there is a need to review assessment procedures for low volume roads, and ways in which these may be standardised for road project prioritisation and appraisal more generally. The framework will take a broad approach to the measurement of social benefits and costs that will not be restricted to quantification, but rather will incorporate appropriate methods for diverse cultural, climatic and geographic contexts.

The Consortium and its programme

The consortium engaged in this investigation encompasses:

· TRL (Phil Fouracre and Annabel Davis)

· IT-Transport (Gary Taylor and Farhad Ahmed)  

· University of Birmingham (Henry Kerali and J B Odoki)

· Independent consultants (John Howe, Deborah Bryceson) 

The consortium intends to contact interested parties willing to comment and debate the issues in the context of a Thematic Network over the internet. A workshop will provide the platform for further debate in the hope of achieving some consensus of ideas that can be field-tested. The results from these field-tests will be reported at a later workshop. 

At the inception of the project, a number of eminent professionals will be invited and commissioned to write overviews or focussed think pieces on the subject from a variety of disciplinary and geographic perspectives. Commissioned authors will be invited to address a number of key questions and issues to prompt their response. In parallel, the consortium will be undertaking a comprehensive literature review. The initial aim is to synthesise these various strands into a thematic overview, and propose a field methodology to be tested during the second phase of the project. 

Key questions and issues

The social costs and benefits of roads are not self-evident. They will undoubtedly vary by gender, age, occupation and location of the road user. Thus before measurement procedures can be considered, the range of social costs and benefits of roads have to be identified and categorised. Some of the issues questions to be probed are:

Identification of social benefits and costs of road transport

· What are the social benefits and costs of road transport that should be measured?

· How have social costs and benefits been defined in the past, and how relevant are past social benefit definitions to the present day?

· Do donors' objectives assist or interfere with identification of social benefits and costs?

· Can social benefits and costs be pre-defined?

· Under what conditions are social benefits significant?

· How do social benefits and costs vary over space and time?

· Are assumptions and procedures deployed for identification of social costs and benefits in other sectors (e.g. water, health, education) relevant to the transport sector

Appraisal of  social benefits and costs

· At what point should social benefits and costs be considered in the appraisal process?

· Should economic and social benefits be considered together in the appraisal process?

· How and when should social benefits and costs be quantified?

· How and when should social benefits and costs be monetised?

· How is the problem of double-counting (economic and social benefits) avoided?

· What ratio of social benefits are public and private goods, and how should this be addressed in the analysis?

· What can we learn from other sectors about their approach to measurement of social benefits and costs in appraisal work?

Commissioned authors will be requested to address these questions, concentrating on those that they feel are most critical. They may also wish to add other thoughts beyond the scope of these questions. Examples and references will be welcomed.  Their citation of case study examples and key references will be especially welcome. Short papers of 4000 to 6000 words are expected. The deadline for submission will be January 15th 2003, in order that a workshop can be organised on February 27th 2003.

Outputs

For the inception phase, which culminates in the first workshop, the output will be a published workshop report, containing the responses from the commissioned authors together with a resume of the discussions and consensus on the way forward (to field-testing). The later phases of the project are subject to confirmation by DFID, and based upon the outcome of the inception phase.  

