
Insights 
Try then modify approach  
to traffic change

A concept introduced in the first months of the COVID-19 
pandemic in 2020 has proved to be a successful model to 
implement co-designed traffic change. Fergus Tate, WSP 
Technical Director Transport, explores what this could 
unlock in Aotearoa New Zealand. 

In late 2020 WSP and The Helen Clark Foundation  released 
The Shared Path, which looked at the benefits Aotearoa 
would realise by substantially reducing traffic volumes in 
cities, and outlined what’s needed to deliver this. One of the 
key recommendations was the introduction of Low Traffic 
Neighbourhoods (LTN). A powerful tool to successfully 
deliver LTNs is an Experimental Traffic Order (ETO) deliver 
this new type of initiative.

Essentially, ETOs would require central government 
legislation and would allow local government to try new 
traffic measures. It would give a council – or equivalent 
traffic authority – the power to run a trial for a specified 
period. During the first six months of the trial public 
feedback is collected and this, along with data insights 
captured during the trial, are used to make an informed 
decision on whether the trial becomes permanent. 

For example, it would allow a council to say “for the next 
two years we’re going to make this piece of road 30km 
an hour. To make sure we get it right we’ll take on board 
feedback for first six months, so we can modify the trial, 
and then keep it in place for 18 months to collect data. Once 
that’s done we’ll use the data and your feedback to make a 
decision as to whether it stays or not.” 

Legislation in the UK allows for an ETO to run up to 18 
months, after which it needs to be abandoned, amended 
or made permanent. In New Zealand, WSP advocates for a 
24-month period. 

This will allow councils to invest more money in some 
of the physical elements that, when done too cheaply, can 
sometimes appear shabby. 

It’s a model that has the potential to work well here. With 
an ETO you make the project happen and you consult on 
the success with the data you have. So much of our current 
consultation process is at the start of a project, which is 
when success is swayed by consent or opposition. Using 
an ETO, the consultation is shifted to the other end of the 
project process, so data driven insights can be demonstrated. 

It lets those affected by a proposed change, such as reduced 
speeds or parking, try before they buy. Research shows 
that opposition to traffic changes comes from the perceived 
negative impact that, in fact, often doesn’t eventuate. 
However – and this is a crucial element – taking on board 
feedback and being prepared to modify in the first six 
months is essential. 

As with any change, it’s still complex and controversial. 
In Edinburgh, where ETOs have been in place since May 
2020, a Low Traffic Neighbourhood project generated 
considerable objections, with local interests and councillors 
urging that it be dropped without testing or subjected to 
more traditional extensive consultation. On the positive 
side, stakeholders including the regional cycling campaign 
were able to identify potential problems or omission prior to 
implementation that have resulted in easy remedies.  
For example, a proposed cycle lane was to be unsegregated, 
but the consultation reversed this before installation. 

ETOs have the potential to redefine how we approach traffic 
change projects. While they aren’t a solution in themselves, 
there is an opportunity for them to be used as a powerful 
tool to deliver people-first transport. 



What is an Experimental Traffic Order? 
An Experimental Traffic Order (ETO) is like a permanent 
traffic regulation order in that it’s a legal document. It 
imposes traffic and parking restrictions such as road 
closures, controlled parking and other parking The ETO 
can also be used to change the way existing restrictions 
function. 

In the UK an ETO can only stay in force for a maximum of 
18 months while the effects are monitored and assessed. 
Changes can be made during the first six months of the 
experimental period to any of the restrictions (except 
charges) if necessary, before a decision is made on whether 
or not to continue with the changes on a permanent basis. 

What could be done? 
• Low traffic neighbourhoods 

• Lane repurposing - https://consultations.wearecamden.
org/corporate-services/torrington-place-tavistock-place-
route-proposed-im/ 

When are they used? 
ETOs can be used in situations that need monitoring 
and reviewing. They allow changes to be trialled on the 
ground in a live environment, which becomes part of the 
consultation process. 

Requirement changes lead to cost 
savings 
In the UK, the introduction of ETOs removed the 
requirement to place advertisements in local newspapers, 
replacing it with a requirement to inform individuals and 
organisations likely to be affected. Traffic authorities are 
expected to apply a test of reasonableness to the methods 
they select. 

This has meant: 

• Reduction in cost burden for advertising 

• Ability to use alternative channels of communications, 
including those which may emerge in the future 

• Enabling flexibility to choose the most appropriate and 
proportionate methods of communication for target 
audiences, and the scale of work 

• Enabling decisions to be taken at a local level by those 
who know their area best. 

Edinburgh: Spaces for People 
In response to COVID-19, a new, temporary infrastructure 
programme, Spaces for People, was created in 
Scotland, driven by the introduction of Experimental 
Traffic Regulation Order (ETRO) by the Scottish Parliament. 

Edinburgh Council introduced Spaces for People to give 
people more space on pavements and roads during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. These changes created space for 
everyone and made it easier and safer for people to move 
around when: 

• walking 

• cycling 

• using a wheelchair or other mobility aid 

• pushing prams or buggies. 

The initiative was also designed to support businesses as 
they re-opened and adapted to a new way of operating such 
as space on pavements for queuing at a safe distance. 

In selecting which temporary measures to put in place, the 
following was considered: 

• benefits to pedestrian and people using cycles, 
wheelchairs and prams 

• cost 

• giving access to travel in other ways where people don’t 
have a car or easy access to public transport 

• speed and ease of implementing, enforcing and 
maintaining the measure. 

Further consideration was given to the impact on: 

• public transport 

• emergency services routes 

• people with mobility difficulties or visual impairments 

• what businesses need for their operations for example, 
outside space for queuing or dining, and waste collection 

• diverting traffic 

• parking. 

Council officers also took into account longer-term council 
objectives relating to climate change, health and the city’s 
economy, as well as responses received as part of a major 
public consultation.

In the UK an ETO can only stay in force for a 
maximum of 18 months while the effects are 
monitored and assessed.



Lessons learnt 
In a report by Spokes, the Lothian cycling campaign 
organisation, the following insights were shared: 

Within days of the Scottish government introducing 
Temporary Traffic Orders, five through roads were closed 
without consultation. Of the five, two resulted in significant 
knock-on problems identified by local people. Council 
officers were quick to respond and make modifications. 

Within weeks, the Council was also installing more 
extensive schemes including a bus gate, soft-segregated 
cycle lanes on selected main roads, and footway widening 
on shopping streets. Projects had to meet specific Spaces for 
People criteria and were selected through existing council 
information and policies, and the use of an online tool, 
Commonplace, which attracted over 4000 public inputs. 

Under traditional thinking, few if any of these closures 
would have happened at all. If they had, it would have 
taken an absolute minimum of one year, likely much more, 
to consult, undertake ‘traffic modelling’, then be at the 
mercy of objections to any legally necessary traffic and/or 
redetermination orders. 

Although we believe that Council leaders originally 
intended all Spaces for People schemes to be pure ‘try 
then modify’ there was considerable unhappiness by 
some councillors at the absence of pre-implementation 
consultation, and so a compromise was agreed. 

Schemes now undergo a strict five-day consultation with 
relevant ward councillors, community councils and a few 
city-wide ‘stakeholders’ such as Spokes and Living Streets. 
Council promises to be open to postimplementation 
modifications, or even removal, where problems arise. 

Given the critical objective of rapid implementation, this 
new mini-consultation arrangement has strong arguments 
both for and against. On the negative side, objections to 
schemes from some councillors and/or others may gain 
sufficient traction that the whole basis is reconsidered and 
the proposal effectively dropped or postponed indefinitely 
without being tested. 
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