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Evidence to the Public Enquiry into the Transport and Works Act Order Leeds Trolley Bus Scheme  

 

My name is Jonathan Bentley, I am a Councillor for the Weetwood ward of Leeds City Council. I am 

one of three Liberal Democrat councillors representing Weetwood ward. I was first elected in May 

2012 and have previously been a voluntary party worker and campaigner in the ward since 2003. 

Weetwood ward stretches from Holt Park in the north, covers Otley Old Road and the A660 through 

Lawnswood, Weetwood, West Park and Far Headingley to the junction with Shaw Lane. It includes 

the Bodington site and the council housing estates to the west of Otley Old Road. Approximately five 

kilometres of the proposed route goes through Weetwood ward. 

The three Weetwood councillors voted against the approval of the Transport and Works Act Order 

when it came before Council in July and November 2013  

I must admit to being somewhat reticent to offer evidence to the Inquiry. I attended the pre-Inquiry 

briefing held by the Inspector on 4 March 2014 at which we were told that contributors repeating 

the same evidence would not give it more weight. Since the scheme was proposed I have been 

closely involved with residents, residents’ associations and the groups  that have been formed to 

object to the scheme and was aware of the thorough, professional and expert objections that were 

being developed and have been subsequently submitted in evidence. I doubt if you will hear any 

new grounds for objection in my evidence but I did feel that it was important that the Inquiry heard 

from an elected representative from an area that has significant objections to the scheme. 

The objections I am going to list have been raised by our constituents through conversations on the 

doorstep, at ward surgeries, on the telephone,  at NGT drop in events,  correspondence  and  replies 

to surveys. Support for the scheme has been negligible. 

As an example I can cite two surveys. One of which had 376 responses of which 343 (91%) either 

disagreed or strongly disagreed with the scheme. Another had 840 responses of which 773(92%) 

either disagreed or strongly disagreed with the scheme. 

The Weetwood councillors’ objection to the scheme was a key feature of our successful   2014 local 

election campaign. 

 I would like to refer to the following aspects in particular. 

Consultation by the promoters  was through letter drops and drop in meetings. The consultation 

consisted of explaining pre-decided plans, based on the previous Super Tram plans and routes. There 

seemed to be no consultation on whether a new approach should be taken as this was now a bus 

based rather than light rail scheme. Although residents were asked to fill in questionnaires I have 

seen no results back from the promoters on the level of acceptance of, or satisfaction with, the 

scheme. I attended most of the drop in sessions in my ward and neighbouring wards. The general 

feeling was one of opposition to the scheme. This has also been reflected in the correspondence I 

have received from residents, conversations I have had on the doorstep and in meetings with 

individual residents and representatives of residents’ associations. The only quantitative feedback on 

residents’ views that I have seen from the promoters is from a survey taken relating to the cancelled 
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Super Tram project which showed 70+% of respondents answering  “yes” to question along the lines 

of “Do you think Leeds public transport should be improved?” 

The consultation with local businesses has been very poor.  Little consideration has been shown to 

the particular impact the route will have on small businesses, particularly retail, both in the 

construction and operation of the system.  

Of particular concern is the fact that no consultation was carried out with Lawnswood High School 

until very late in the process despite the fact that this is a school of over 1200 pupils ( with all the 

pedestrian movements that that implies), it sits directly on the route of the trolley bus and at a 

significant junction. Additionally the grounds of the school were designated on the plans as a 

materials storage depot without any discussions with the governors or staff of the school. I raise this 

as a particular example of the arrogant and cavalier way the promoters have gone about consulting 

on this scheme. 

One of the main areas of objections voiced by residents is the use of overhead wires to power the 

buses. 

Many alternatives to power from overhead   wires have been suggested including battery power, 

hydrogen cells, bio fuels and various hybrids. The promoters argue that they have to go with 

overhead power lines as the alternative technologies are not yet available. That fact is disputed but 

even if it were true it is clear that suitable technology would be available by the time the system is 

ready to be implemented especially if development of that technology was an integral feature of the 

scheme. This might mean that the system has to start with say, a hybrid technology and then move 

on as technologies progress but not constrained as the proposed system would be by an overhead 

power solution. The promoters have also suggested  that if a suitable alternative technology were to 

become available it might be adopted and the overhead cables abandoned. Not only would that 

represent a significant waste of money but the environmental impact of erecting the gantries, poles 

and wires is immense and could so easily be avoided. Adopting an alternative technology would: 

 Allow a flexible approach to vehicle purchase meaning that generic vehicles could be 

purchased rather than bespoke ones for this system with the consequent advantages on 

purchase and maintenance costs. 

 Allow priority services to miss out certain stops at particular times of day, e.g. an “express” 

service for commuters using the Park and Ride. 

 Avoid the huge environmental impact involved in erecting poles, gantries and wires. This 

impact includes the destruction and cutting back of mature trees, fixing gantries to listed 

buildings and buildings in conservation areas, and a detrimental visual impact and despoiling 

of amenity in at least five conservation areas. 

The route from the north of the city is not just a plain urban corridor but a series of conservation 

areas. The features that contributed to these areas getting  conservation area status  include 

hundreds of mature, broad leaved trees, together with  listed and heritage buildings and features. 

Local residents have contributed to Design Statements to retain all the features of the conservation 

areas which have been accepted by Leeds City Council. Through the destruction and lopping of 

hundreds of mature trees, removing heritage and listed features and installing wires and gantries on 

listed and heritage buildings this scheme is effectively destroying the very essence of these areas.  
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Residents are concerned  that the  promoters are trying to present this scheme as one which will 

reduce congestion and  emissions.  However, far from this being a congestion busting, emissions 

reducing proposal it will lead to an increase in congestion and an increase in the production of 

greenhouse gases and pollution. Leeds in general and Headingley in particular already has some of 

the poorest air quality levels in the country and this scheme will do nothing to relieve this. 

The proposed scheme is a completely stand-alone project overlaid on the existing bus network. It 

does not attempt to be integrated in any way. There are fewer bus stops on the proposed scheme 

than on the existing bus routes and they are not co-located. Passengers will have to walk further to 

get to a trolley bus stop and once there  will not have the flexibility of catching an alternative bus. 

Travellers needing to change from a service bus to a trolley bus will have to walk some distance. 

Much of the claimed reduced journey times on the trolley bus is a result of fewer stops on the route. 

This saving in time is negated by passengers having to walk further to reach a trolley bus stop.    

There will be an inevitable impact on the frequency and  viability of normal bus services. This could 

be particularly damaging on the northern spur of the route from Otley Road to Holt Park. This route 

is currently served by buses which travel through three substantial social housing estates. The trolley 

bus will of course only travel along the main road (Otley Old Road). These estates are in areas of 

deprivation. There are young families and elderly people.  The level of community and shopping 

facilities is very low. The bus routes are an essential communications link to get residents to work, 

school, shops and social events. The fixed route trolley bus on Otley Old Road puts these essential 

bus routes at risk and consequently the amenity and quality of life of a substantial number of 

residents. 

Attention has already been drawn to the poor level of consultation with businesses. This route in to 

the city centre is not an anonymous urban corridor. It is fronted from Weetwood to the city centre 

by a wide variety of small businesses (shops, pubs, restaurants, professional offices etc.) These are 

an essential part of what makes the area what it is. Many of these businesses have managed to keep 

their head above water during the credit crunch and recession and some are newly established as 

confidence in the economy improves. However survival of small businesses is still very fragile. 

Several years’ construction and disruption along the route could have dire consequences for many of 

these businesses.  Once the scheme is finished there could well be additional parking restrictions 

and fewer opportunities for passing trade to stop. It would be disastrous to impose such a burden on 

these businesses just as the economy is beginning to improve. 

There is particular cynicism and lack of credibility in the proposers’ claim concerning the economic 

regeneration that will occur as a result of this scheme. A figure of 4,000 additional jobs is widely 

quoted in the business case, consultations, presentations, press releases and debates in Council. 

When examined, this number seems to be simply a factor of a theoretical economic model. The 

4,000 jobs figure is misleading and more evidence needs to be provided of the potential economic 

regeneration impact. 

The development of a park and ride site is one of the few aspects of the scheme that would be 

welcomed by local residents and councillors. We have been pressing for this for years. The park and 

ride scheme at Bodington could be developed whether or not the trolley bus scheme goes ahead .  

Leeds City Council or Metro could have introduced it many years ago and be enjoying its benefits 

now. However as mentioned earlier, the park and ride would operate most effectively if one was 
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able to catch at peak times a non-stopping express bus directly into the university and commercial 

areas of the city. A fixed wire trolley bus makes this a difficult proposition. 

 I know you will have received many representations from individual residents raising specific issues 

affecting the area such as road junction changes etc. You will also have received comprehensive 

representations from the local residents’ associations and the North West Leeds Transport Forum. I 

generally support the views expressed by these groups and will not repeat the detailed objections. 

However I would draw your attention to two specific causes of concern raised by residents which 

would have a widespread adverse effect. 

The scheme proposes installation of traffic lights at Lawnswood roundabout and a cutting straight 

through the middle of this landmark feature. This is a major junction on the Leeds Ring Road and the 

reduction of capacity due to the NGT lane will have serious effect on east/west traffic and has the 

potential to cause significant congestion. There is also serious environmental impact as the re-

ordering of this junction which will cause the loss of a large number of mature broad-leafed trees 

which are an integral feature of the area. Additionally the new road layout will be directly outside 

Lawnswood High School and is the major crossing point for a large proportion of the 1200plus pupils 

attending the school. The new layout is a potential hazard to pupils. No consultation was made with 

the school until very late in the day. The head teacher and governors have serious concerns about 

these arrangements which they have submitted to you.  

The closure of the junction of Weetwood Lane and Otley Road. The closure of this junction was 

proposed by Leeds City Council some time ago before the trolley bus proposals were published. It 

received widespread objection from residents and business owners and the proposals were dropped 

We were surprised to see an already rejected scheme come back as part of the trolley bus proposals. 

Apart from the need to accommodate a large trolley bus stop the closure of this junction makes no 

sense. 

There are some improvements that could be made to the junction so that best and safe use is made 

of the Weetwood Lane/Otley Road junction and St Chad’s Road/Otley Road junction. The result of 

closing the Weetwood Lane junction will be to push more traffic on to Moor Road and Cottage Road, 

already suffering from rat-running and congestion and cause bottlenecks at the St Chads Road/Otley 

Road junction, especially if this has to be controlled by lights. The pedestrianisation of the junction 

outside the Three Horseshoes pub will simply result in the small outdoor drinking area of the pub 

spilling over onto the pedestrianized part of Weetwood Lane to the detriment of pedestrians, 

shoppers etc. 

We have picked up widespread concern with the cost of the trolley bus scheme and the financial risk 

that will be falling on the Leeds council tax payers. Comments have been made on the perceived 

poor value for money from over £250 million being spent on a fixed route bus scheme that would 

provide little benefit to public transport users across the whole of Leeds. There was a consistent 

message from residents that, with the same or less money invested in:  

 modern new technology buses, 

 automated ticketing systems and 

 specific traffic priority measures 
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 a flexible improved bus service for the benefit of all public transport users could be developed. 

There was disappointment that there had not been consultation on possible alternative solutions. 

Residents were generally not convinced by the argument put forward by the promoters that if the 

funding was not spent on this scheme it would be lost. There was a feeling that more effort should 

be made by the promoters to engage with Government on looking at more effective ways of 

spending the funding. There is also a hope that one of the recommendations of this Inquiry is that 

the promoters and Government re-examine the proposals and come forward with a more 

acceptable scheme.  

I know that none of these  arguments is new to the Inquiry but my purpose in re-stating them is to 

emphasise the wide spread misgivings and opposition to the scheme  that have been expressed to 

me and my colleagues as elected representatives in North West Leeds, misgivings which we share 

and opposition which we support.      

 

  

 

  


