
        18 Kendal Walk 
               Leeds 
               LS3 1NP 
 
      Thursday 23rd October 1914 
Dear Mr Whitehead 
 
Trolleybuses became widespread in the UK because local authorities couldn’t 
afford to replace tramlines, and because many owned their own power stations, 
and didn’t want to lose the transport department as a major customer. It was 
also government policy at the time to encourage local authorities to adopt means 
of transport that would lessen dependence on imported oil. When all of this 
changed in the 1950s, local authorities began to scrap their trolleybus systems, 
in favour of the more flexible and cheaper to run diesel bus. 
 
Leeds was the first UK city to install trolleybuses, and it wasn’t done for any of 
the above reasons. It was done because the city wanted to connect Otley and 
Farnley to the tram system, which wasn’t feasible using trams. Leeds scrapped 
trolleybuses in 1928 because people preferred to travel the whole way from 
Otley to Leeds on motor buses rather than have to change from trolleybus to 
tram at the city boundary. Also, government policy prevented the council from 
using public funds to undercut the fares being charged by the diesel bus 
operators. 
 
Trolleybuses were not popular, primarily due to the large number of accidents 
they were responsible for due to their extreme quietness. This is how they 
acquired the nicknames “Silent Death,’” “Whispering Death.” “Silent Killers” and 
“Granny Killers.” Recent statistics from America show that a trolleybus is three 
times as likely to hit a pedestrian, and twice as likely to hit a cyclist, as a diesel 
bus. 
 
Trolleybuses are still not popular. The current trolleybus scheme was rejected at 
the start of the year by over 7,000 Yorkshire Post readers (72%) who responded 
to an online poll asking if the trolleybus would be good for Leeds. A more recent 
survey of over 2,000 readers showed the scheme rejected by 55% of readers, 
with just 24% supporting it. The trolleybus scheme is so unpopular that Labour 
councillors had to whipped to support it twice in two crucial votes in 2013. 
 
Edmonton scrapped its trolleybus system in 2009, and Wellington has decided to 
scrap its trolleybus system. The reason there are still trolleybus systems in 
Switzerland, is primarily because there is cheaply available hydroelectric power 
in that country. 
 
Trolleybuses are inflexible in operation and can’t even reverse. This is why they 
have to have a single through route from Holt Park to Stourton. There just isn’t 
the room in the city centre for a turning loop. 
 
The trolleybus scheme involves park and ride. But park and ride only works 
where you have express bus services and lack of parking availability as at York. 



With NGT, there would not be an express bus service, and motorists would be 
guaranteed a parking space in town. 
 
The promoters have said that of the projected 160 passengers, just 60 would be 
seated. Tirachini, Hensher and Rose have shown that overcrowding is a serious 
barrier to modal shift. The trolleybus scheme greatly exceeds both the criteria 
for overcrowding that they give in their study. 
 
The Department for Transport document “Inclusive Mobility” states that bus use 
by disabled people falls off sharply where bus stops are more than 200 metres 
apart, and for able bodied people where bus stops are more than 250 metres 
apart. The trolleybus stops would be 550 metres apart and therefore the scheme 
would discriminate against disabled people. 
 
Jason Smith has said in APP-181 submitted in September 2014 that just 37% of 
the trolleybus route is segregated. Dr Athanasios Matzoros has said that the 
experience in Athens is that trolleybuses are 10% slower than other buses in 
mixed traffic. What this means, given that just 37% of the Leeds trolleybus route 
would be segregated, is that the trolleybus would be a slower option than a 
diesel bus. 
 
All the evidence shows that the promoters chose the trolleybus option years ago, 
long before they carried out consultation. They claim that the overhead cables 
would attract people to the system and describe this as the “sparks effect.” But 
Ashley Bruce, a member of the Tbus groups and a promoter of trolleybuses, and 
the person who supplied all the images of trolleybuses used by the promoters, 
said during a presentation in 2011 that the sparks effect whilst useful as a 
marketing tool, doesn’t really exist. 
 
The promoters keep describing the trolleybus scheme as “Bus Rapid Transit.” 
But to qualify as that, most of the route would have to be segregated from other 
traffic. Jason Smith states in APP-181 that just 37% of the trolleybus route is 
segregated. It states on page 16 of the BRT Standard 2014 (BM125), “The scoring 
system is based on the amount of corridor that has dedicated right-of-way for 
BRT services.” So NGT, instead of scoring 6 points under “Dedicated right of way” 
as claimed by Mr Smith, actually scores just 3 points. This is made clear on page 
16 of the BRT Standard 2014. Because the category “Dedicated right of way” is a 
“BRT Basic” and because NGT has scored less than 4, it is not allowed to be called 
“Bus Rapid Transit.” This is explained on page 14 of the BRT Standard 2014. In 
addition, the scheme has to qualify as a BRT Basic in order to qualify for any of 
the Gold, Silver or Bronze standards. This is explained on page 10 of the BRT 
Standard 2014. So Mr Smith is wrong to claim that NGT qualifies for the Bronze 
standard, and the promoters are wrong to call NGT, “Bus Rapid Transit.” (this 
was all set out in BM126). 
 
Yours sincerely  
 
 
Bill McKinnon  (OBJ 1622) 


