PORT DEVELOPMENT AND NATIONAL
PLANNING STRATEGY

The Implications of the Portbury Decision
By M. F. Tanner and A. F. Williams

In the last few years almost all Britain’s major port authorities have been preparing
ambitious plans for expansion and modernisation. This has come about in response
to many new developments in shipping — including the increasing size of vessels, the
rapid changes in methods of cargo-handling, and more intense competition from
Continental ports — which together are leading to a need for new specialized deep-
water berths and allied facilities. These facilities are too expensive to be provided at
every port. Yet unless they are provided quickly at some ports the competitiveness
of Britain’s export industries will suffer and trade will be lost to Continental ports
and shippers.

In the interim plan of the National Ports Council many development plans were
considered and recommended.! But the N.P.C. failed to establish a firm list of prior-
ities. Indeed, by recommending so many schemes (fourteen), and rejecting so few,
it left the problem of where and when major port investment should take place
to the Minister of Transport (since Ministerial approval is required for all projects
costing over £500,000). At both national and regional levels many of the port de-
velopment proposals are in conflict, partly because the ports are administered by a
variety of authorities, many of which consider themselves to be in competition with
each other.

The 1966 White Paper on Transport Policy? recorded the Government’s first reac-
tion to the N.P.C.’s interim plan. The Government accepted the plan in principle
and declared its intention to “press ahead with an expanded programme of port
development” (page 24). The only definite decision announced in the White Paper,
however, was the rejection of the scheme for a new liner terminal at Portbury
(Bristol). Subsequently, the Government has given approval for an £8.5 million
investment in new berths at Tilbury (October 1966) and has supported limited
improvement at Southampton (January 1967) and Liverpool (March 1967), but
there is little evidence yet of a positive development strategy for the major ports.3
Whether or not such a strategy emerges, the decisions as to where and when major
port investment takes place have most important implications for national planning
policy. The N.P.C. has given a useful summary of general port planning problems

INational Ports Council: Interim Poris Plan, July 1965.

2Ministry of Transport: Transport Policy, Cmnd. 3057, H.M.S.0O., July 1966.

3Such a strategy was called for by James Bird: “The Ports of Our Offshore Islands’, in New Society,
25 March 1965, pages 8-10, and again by Joe Rogaly: “Britain’s Ports: is there any real strategy for
development?” in The Financial Times, 6 February 1967.
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in its Annual Report for 1966,* but in the absence of a final development plan
the Ministry of Transport’s Portbury,® which set out in detail the reasons for the
rejection of the Portbury scheme, is still of great interest. This document was unusual
in making public both the Government’s reasons behind a negative decision and a
memorandum from the N.P.C. disagreeing with the Government’s views.

THE PORTBURY SCHEME

The importance of the Portbury document lies in the insight it gives into Govern-
ment thinking about the relationship between transport developments and national
planning strategy. The Portbury scheme was probably the most ambitious port
project put forward in recent years: it envisaged nothing less than the creation of
a third major international port for Britain. It was submitted to the Minister by the
Port of Bristol Authority in May 1964, and given the support of the N.P.C. a year
later. The scheme provided for the construction of nine new deep-water berths, at
an estimated cost of £27 million, on a 2,000 acre site near the mouth of the Bristol
Avon. As it stood it was a relatively expensive scheme, but the site would allow for
an ultimate expansion up to 40 or more berths. The second stage of the project
would bring down the cost per berth significantly, since a large part of the initial
capital expenditure was earmarked for massive locks made necessary by the high
tidal range of the Severn estuary.

Apart from the large undeveloped site, it was claimed that Portbury had two main
advantages. The first was related to the national need for additional port capacity,
and in particular to the need to relieve congestion at the two major ports of London
and Liverpool. The second was the site’s location close to the Severn Bridge and the
junction of the M4 and M5 motorways; this would enable Portbury to handle export
trade from both the Midlands and the Greater London area. These and other ad-
vantages were argued by the Port of Bristol Authority, not only in its official sub-
missions but also through an extensive publicity campaign.

BRITISH PORT HINTERLANDS

The Government’s decision not to authorise the Portbury scheme depended on a
statistical analysis of the present and future patterns of general cargo port hinterlands
in Britain. Because of the lack of detailed information on current movements to and
from the ports, the analysis was based on information collected by a firm of con-
sultants on behalf of the Port of London Authority.5 The consultants’ data related
to the internal movement of foreign dry cargo traffic to and from Britain’s 25 major

4National Ports Council: Annual Report and Accounts 1966. HM.S.0., 1967.

5Ministry of Transport: Portbury. Reasons for the Minister’s decision not to authorise the construction of a
new dock at Portbury, Bristol. H.M.S.0., October 1966. (Reviewed in Journal of Transport Economics and
Policy, May 1967, pages 229-231.)

6Published in part as Britain's Foreign Trade. A Summary of the Report prepared for the Port of London
Authority by Martech Consultants Limited covering Britain’s Overseas Trade. Port of London Authority, 1966.
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ports in 1964. It was collected from a stratified sample of industrial firms recording
62 per cent of the total of all such movements. In the examination of current port
hinterlands, the data was classified on a basis of 25-mile rings round the ports.

This analysis suggested that British port hinterlands are more limited in extent
than was previously thought: two-thirds of Britain’s exports travel less than 75 miles
to the dockside, and over four-fifths of Britain’s imports travel less than 25 miles
from the dockside to the point of breaking bulk.” This strongly implies that Britain’s
leading general cargo ports have discrete hinterlands, and that every major indus-
trial region is sufficiently close to a specific major port which will draw a very high
proportion of its trade. The notable exceptions are the West Riding and the Mid-
lands, which lie roughly equidistant from two or more major ports. In the case of
the West Riding the competition may be less real than apparent; in exports, the
general dominance of Liverpool is countered by the special situation of Hull in the
North Sea trade. For the Midlands the competition is largely between Britain’s two
major ports, London and Liverpool, although both Hull and Bristol are also within
a “‘competitive radius”.

The consultants’ data was further used to construct a gravity moedel to forecast
the future flows of freight to and from the ports. This model distributed the growth
between 1964 and 1980 and concluded that the probable export tonnage passing
through Bristol in 1980 would be only 260,000 tons, compared with the P.B.A.’s
own forecast of 2,700,000 tons. The latter figure is of the order of magnitude which
would be necessary to make Portbury viable. Thus the traffic projections did not
Justify the large-scale expansion of the port of Bristol, with its small concentration
of industry within a close radius. On the matter of the gravity model, certain points
should be noted. Firstly, the model under-estimated by one-third the actual exports
from Bristol in 1964 and over-estimated those through London and Liverpool (see
Table 6, page 55 of the White Paper). A second and more important point is that
the model merely assumes the continuance of existing trends, an assumption which
may be invalidated when a large new investment is put into the system.

THE REASONS FOR TURNING DOWN PORTBURY

At this point it is useful to summarize the reasoning. Firstly, the gravity model sug-
gested that Bristol’s share of Britain’s exports and imports in 1980 would be insuffi-
cient to give an adequate return on such a large-scale investment. Bristol’s industrial
hinterland was relatively small and would not grow fast enough in the near future.
The White Paper recognised that Severnside is likely to be an important growth
point, but argued that the build-up of population and industry was likely to be slow.
The contention that Portbury might stimulate local industrial growth was specific-
ally set aside — for it was stated that “Efficient port facilities . . . can hardly be
regarded as an effective weapon for bringing such developments about” (page g).
Although it was recognised that Portbury’s open green acres are adjacent to planned
motorways, it was argued that this would be only a temporary advantage, as other
ports would be similarly endowed.

"The Martech information is most explicit on exports — relating here to the point at which the
“last stage of manufacture or processing took place”. By contrast, the information op imports relates
to the “point of breaking bulk” — which is not necessarily the final destination.
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Secondly, the implications of the probable growth of containerised cargo handling
were considered. It was contended that, since fewer berths would be required for
containerised traffic, the Portbury development would be superfluous, the necessary
capacity being better provided at “selected existing growth points in preference to
the construction of very large numbers of new berths on virgin sites” (page 12). To
understand the full meaning of this statement, it is necessary to refer back to the
White Paper on Transport Policy, where it is stated that “The Government believes
that the case for allocating port investment to the creation of a new major liner
terminal, whether at Portbury or elsewhere, has not yet been made out” (page 25).
From this and other evidence, the argument emerges clearly that new port invest-
ment should be centred on the existing great ports — London and Liverpool.

ACCESSIBILITY OF PORTS

The Portbury decision and the arguments used in reaching it have implications at
different levels. As far as national port planning is concerned, there are several
reasons for unease. The most fundamental is that the arguments rest on the existing
economic geography of Britain. The present distribution of industry and population
is taken as given, with current trends projected to 1980 as if these were inevitable
and as if there were no new factors to be taken into account. The a priori assumption
is that a major port, to be viable, requires a large immediate hinterland. The con-
sultants’ survey certainly suggested that at the present time the bulk of imports and
exports is generated close to the ports through which the traffic flows. A critical
question is whether this will always be so. The analysis, in stressing the importance
of distance from the ports, seems to be based on the assumption that the present hier-
archy of port hinterlands will remain unchanged. But this pattern is the result of
changing circumstances over the last 150 years. In view of the increasing government
involvement in port planning and the rapid rate of technological change likely in
the latter part of the twentieth century, there seems no reason why it may not be
further modified. Certain considerations in particular could be given more weight
in analysing the consultants’ data and in drawing such important conclusions from it.

One of these is the possible influence of the completed first stage of Britain’s
motorway network. By comparison with many other countries, our main industrial
areas are close to all the ports; distances are so small that fime may turn out to be
the most important factor in accessibility. When the country is well served by motor-
ways, distances of 25, 50 or even 100 miles may no longer be so critical. Professor
M. J. Wise pointed out to the Town Planning Institute some years ago that Great
Britain is “one industrial region” by world standards,? and this is a viewpoint which
can only be strengthened by improvements in internal communications. On the
question of accessibility, the Rochdale Report recognised that the efficiency of a
port is vitally dependent on the efficiency of the inland transport system that serves
it, and added that it had received frequent ‘“‘complaints about loss of time or money
through delays in the delivery of goods . . . usually attributed to some weakness in
the system of moving goods between the factory and the ship’s hold . . . We cannot

8M. J. Wise: “Some economic trends influencing planning policies”, in Journal of the Town Planning
Institute, Vol. 46, No. 2, January 1960, pages 30-35. '

318



PORT DEVELOPMENT AND NATIONAL PLANNING STRATEGY September 1967

overstress the importance of good landward access to the ports”.® The provision of
better roads is of critical importance, for all available evidence points to the contin-
uing dominance of road transport in serving the ports. In this context, not enough
is known about the real value of the motorway network, either in its present dis-
jointed form or in its “‘completed” state. Of the promised first 1,000 miles of motor-
way, the inter-city stretches will be in use well before the more costly urban sections.
With the expected increase in vehicle numbers, it is probably true to say that access
to the major ports, already a serious problem according to the British Road Federa-
tion,!0 will become more difficult, principally because of the time taken to travel
between motorway junctions and dock gates.

Motorway planning so far has done little to improve the immediate access to the
ports. The official view perhaps underestimates the value of direct motorway links.
For the next decade at least, the dock systems of London and Liverpool will not be
provided with links of motorway standard. In the London area, there will be little
improvement until the Docks Relief Road is eventually built (as part of the East
Cross Route of the Inner London Motorway Box). In Lancashire, the motorway
plans to link Merseyside with M6, which is 17 miles away, and plans for other
limited-access roads within the conurbation will not be realised until the mid to
late 1970s. These schemes involve costly urban upheaval. For example, the 20-mile
motorway to form the north side of the Inner London Motorway Box will cost £250
million. Some of the other sites for possible large-scale port investment, however,
do not face this problem.

This applies particularly to Humberside, where new regional highways may be
provided by the mid-1970’s, and to Portbury, where the extension of Mg will lead
direct to the (already built) interchange with M4. Assuming completion by 1972,
Severnside will have direct motorway access to Greater London and to the industrial
regions of the Midlands and the North. Journey times by road from industrial regions
not currently considered to be within the Port of Bristol’s hinterland may well be
reduced by up to 30 or 50 per cent. This will be so whether or not the Portbury
project is realised.

CONTAINERS AND PORT HINTERLANDS

Another important point is the way in which the implications of the coming “‘con-
tainer revolution” are interpreted. Since 1964 much attention has been focussed on
the problems of introducing containers into the liner trade. Although containerisa-
tion is already well under way in the great ports of North America and mainland
Europe, the full implications for port planning in this country are not yet clear.!!
The container revolution is used as one of the arguments against the Portbury
scheme, and, ipso facto, against some of the possible alternatives. But to use it thus
may be to overlook the flexibility of container services. The general significance of

9Ministry of Transport: Report of the Committee of Inquiry into the Major Ports of Great Britain (Roch-
dale Report). Cmnd. 1824, H.M.S.O., 1962, page 99.

10Recently discussed by the British Road Federation in their memorandum Roads and British
Exports, 1966.

UThey were reviewed in the Rochdale Report (chapter 23) and also considered in principle by
James Bird, The Major Seaports of the United Kingdom, 1963, pages 419-421.
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containerisation is not only that it reorganises the handling of goods at the port, but
also that it influences the way in which the goods reach that port. Although the
container port requires a large area of open space for marshalling containers immed-
iately behind the berth, the containers will not normally be packed or unpacked
there.

Currently the choice of a port for exports is based upon many factors, including
the origin of the goods, established forwarding arrangements, dock facilities and
charges, the bias of International Shipping Conferences and the overseas destination
of the goods, as well as the relative disposition of the ports. But in the future, with
a high level of containerisation, facility of internal movement may assume greater
significance. The containerised port will work in conjunction with inland depots like
those already announced for Birmingham and elsewhere. The critical factors in the
location of these inland depots would appear to be close proximity to the industrial
areas they serve and fast connections with deep-water container berths. The point
to be underlined is that the chain of movement from the place of origin of the goods
to the ship’s hold will be radically changed. With an altered cost structure for in-
ternal movement — occasioned by unitisation near source, by system handling, by
a uniform dock handling charge, and perhaps also by increased competition between
road and rail — the port used may depend increasingly upon the absence of conges-
tion within the port and its road approaches and upon the frequency of container-
ship sailings. If this is so, it reinforces the notion that the journey distance to the
port will be less significant than the time factor. On all sides it is recognised that
there is a need to assess the full effects of containerisation, and work on this problem
is being carried out by the N.P.C., the Ministry of Transport and several of the port
authorities. But there is already enough evidence to suggest a need to re-think the
concept of discrete general cargo port hinterlands in Britain. In the future these
may not be so readily defined in radial terms, and an internal clearance depot may
at one time consign its goods to a number of British ports.

WIDER IMPLICATIONS

While the Portbury decision is important for port planning, there appear to be wider
implications that concern more general issues of national planning strategy. The
problem of port investment is really part of a greater problem which has faced post-
war governments in deciding where to allocate scarce resources. In many public
investment decisions the government has been required to make a choice between
two possible courses of action. It may cater for the needs and deficiencies associated
with the present concentration of population and industry in the heavily urbanised
‘““axial belt”, bounded by the Greater London, Merseyside and West Yorkshire con-
urbations. Or it may try to influence the future distribution of economic activities
by investing in less prosperous or less congested regions outside this area, which may
give a less immediate and perhaps more uncertain return.

The relationship between port investment and regional economic growth is not
fully understood. In Portbury, one of the arguments against the scheme discounts the
use of port investment to stimulate industrial growth. But throughout the world one
of the most striking trends in industrial location is the increasing attractiveness of
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undeveloped coastal and estuarine sites with ample space, water supplies and assoc-
iated port facilities. This is particularly true for large-scale heavy industries using
imported bulk raw materials. The post-war development of the Europort complex
and of the other ports of the Rhine and Scheldt estuaries provides examples of this.!2
So will the major port investment planned by the French for the Golfe du Fos, which
is expected to lead to large-scale industrial growth on the hitherto undeveloped and
empty expanses near the mouth of the Rhone.13

This evidence from the Continent suggests that port investment in such areas may
play an important role in influencing the future pattern of economic growth. Of the
major estuaries in England, only the banks of the Severn and the Humber have not
realised their industrial potential. Both still have extensive undeveloped tracts ad-
Jjacent to deep water, in a country where such land is scarce, and both have recently
received much attention. In the Upper Bristol Channel area, Gerald Manners saw
the completion of the Severn Bridge as forging a link between the industrial areas
of South Wales and Greater Bristol. He suggested that this might mark the beginning
of a major new urban complex in which metropolitan functions would be dispersed
among a number of physically distinct cities; he likened the whole region to an in-
cipient Southern Netherlands with Portbury as its Rotterdam, giving it the name of
“Randstad Severn”.!* For Humberside an even more ambitious project was con-
ceived by Leslie Lane, the director of the Civic Trust. He envisaged the creation of
a new metropolitan city of up to a million inhabitants at the head of the Humber,
which would be endowed with “transport advantages to rival any city in Europe”.15

This focus on the less developed estuarine regions has been taken up by the Gov-
ernment in the formation of inter-Departmental study groups to consider the devel-
opment of Humberside, Severnside and Tayside. More recently, the N.P.C. has
called for a series of multi-user deep-water terminals with land for development
alongside.!6 In all these recommendations for study, the existence of a relationship
between port facilities and industrial growth is implicit. The key question is whether
major port investment can in itself be a leading stimulus to regional economic growth,
or whether it should wait until such growth has created a demand for local port
facilities. The Government, as already noted, favours the latter view, believing that
the economics of the current situation permits no other.

This is also the view that has been taken throughout the post-war period in respect
of other large-scale investment in transport facilities. Although the distribution of
industry policy has done much to encourage growth in the older industrial regions,
major transport investment has been concentrated within Britain’s axial belt. The
trunk rail network of the post-Beeching era will be largely duplicated by the existing
and proposed motorways. The priority given to M1 and M6 and to British Rail’s

12See, for example, “The Golden Delta” in Rotterdam Port Journal, 1966, No. 3, pages 22-23.

13See Marseille : Europort du sud et sa région, Union Patronelle Interprofessionnelle, Marseilles, 1966;
also “Marseille: Europort du Sud” in Revue de la chambre de commerce et d’industrie de Marseille, revue
mensuelle, Numéro Spécial 1966.

14Gerald Manners: “Bristol, South Wales and the Bridge”, in New Society, 10 February 1966, pages
7-10, and The Severn Bridge — The Keystone of “‘Randstad Severn”’, T.W.W. 1966.

5Leslie Lane: “Humber, Counter-Magnet to London”. The Architects’ Journal, Vol. 143, No. 3,
19 January 1966, pages 168-216.

16National Ports Council : Annual Report and Accounts, 1966. H.M.S.O., 1967, page 14.
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London-Midland electrification scheme re-emphasises the north-south “transport
corridor” linking London and Lancashire, with a northward extension to Glasgow.
The new liner trains will shuttle up and down this same corridor — parallel to the
routes used by long-distance road haulage contractors. The Channel Tunnel will
serve to project this corridor south-eastwards into Europe (see map).

This “corridor emphasis” has an important bearing on port planning. It seems
likely that the container revolution will mean fewer new or modified berths than
those originally proposed by the N.P.C. in 1964; the director general of the Port of
London Authority has recently suggested that the development of the new container
traffic will be concentrated at one, two, or possibly three major ports.17 If this is to
be so, and if major new port investment is to be permitted only at sites with a large
immediate hinterland in terms of industry and population, there is no alternative
but to allocate most of these berths to the existing great ports at either end of the
“transport corridor”. Already it is clear that this is to be the Government’s interim
policy, which may be conveniently labelled the “great ports policy”. A major con-
tainer port is being built at Tilbury, and container berths to meet immediate needs
have been authorized at Southampton and Liverpool and on the Clyde. This does
not necessarily mean that investment in bulk cargo and conventional general cargo
facilities will not take place elsewhere, but without some container berths such
schemes are likely to be severely limited in their effectiveness; it is notable that all
the major schemes forwarded to the N.P.C. have combined container and other
facilities.

Thus the allocation of container berths to these selected major ports will ensure
their growing prosperity, for they will attract an increasing proportion of import-
export traffic from the country at large. In particular, because the Tilbury develop-
ment is the only truly containerised dock system so far authorised, the Port of London
may gather a momentum which will render major container investment unnecessary
elsewhere. It will follow that major ports not similarly endowed will experience a
relative, if not absolute, decline. For example, it has been suggested that nine new
container ships working from Tilbury will carry 85 per cent of the general trade
between Britain and Australia by 1970; this will double London’s present share and
take traffic away from other British ports. If London and Liverpool are to receive
an even higher proportion of imports and exports by 1980, one implication is that
transport facilities within the corridor — mainly roads — will be required to carry a
more than proportionate increase in traffic. Further, if major port investment is not
to take place on Humberside and Severnside the growth potential of these regions
may not be fully realised. The conclusion to be drawn is that the “great ports policy”
means the acceptance of the continuing dominance of the ‘“‘axial belt” and that
present port policy will increase the locational advantages of the already congested
South-East.

In short-term economics the “‘great ports policy”” may be the right decision, but
its influence on long-term policy needs careful examination, for it has implications
over the whole field of land use and economic planning. Basically, it means that the
concentration of port investment at London and Liverpool runs counter to long-
established government measures directed towards the prevention of further concen-

1"Dudley Perkins, quoted in The Guardian, 277 April 1967.
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“The Transport Corridor”: major post-war investment in transport facilities in Britain.

(Freightliner services in operation April 1967; Development Areas as defined by the
Development Areas Order 1966.)

323



September 1967 JOURNAL OF TRANSPORT ECONOMICS AND' POLICY

tration of industrial and urban growth in the ‘““axial belt”. If the Government is truly
intent on encouraging economic growth outside this congested zone, it will need to
consider the claims of other British ports, not just in terms of port economics but in
relation to the broader aims of national planning strategy. It may well be, as the
Town Planning Institute has argued, that the national interest would be better
served by a port investment policy designed to counterbalance the undue prominence
of the London-Liverpool axis by the development of a Bristol Channel-Humber axis.
Such a policy would aim at the more balanced development of all four deep-water
estuaries whose industrial hinterlands meet in the West Midlands.!8

Britain’s ports are entering a critical phase in their evolution, in which facilities
must be expensively modified and developed. In the world of shipping radical
changes are already under way: new consortia are being formed, new cargo hand-
ling methods are under consideration, and new types of vessels are on the order
books. These developments need to be matched by a reappraisal of the nature and
functions of the ports. Decisions taken within the next few years will affect the future
of the ports for at least the remainder of the twentieth century. If the Government
fulfils its intention to nationalize the ports by 1970, both reorganization and modern-
ization will take place concurrently. This should provide an opportunity to recast
the pattern of port development, giving due weight to all the many national con-
siderations involved.

University of Birmingham

18Town Planning Institute: *“‘Control of Port Development: Statement on the Report of the Roch-
dale Committee”, in Journal of the Town Planning Institute, Vol. 50, No. 3, March 1964, pages 119-120.
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