
Introduction

The COVID-19 eruption has focussed minds and resurfaced issues, such 
as working from home, health, community, internet shopping, deliveries 
and the like.

In our transport assessment world it has meant that we can’t measure 
traffic and we have no certainty of any future beyond the short term.

This note ‘COVID-19 Transport and the Traffic Survey’ will:

a.  Explain the ‘Old Normal’
b. Think about the ‘New Normal’
c. Explain how Authorities are reacting and may react
d. Provide advice on how to move forward with surveys, traffic 

modelling and transport assessments

This is certainly a living document. Life is changing rapidly at the moment 
so we will be updating this on a regular basis.

The Philosophy 

Where do traffic surveys and traffic assessments fit into transport 
assessment? Where will they when we emerge?

The long-standing planning process is based on a paradigm of ‘Predict and 
Provide’ (P&P). For traffic this used to mean forecasting a demand and 
deciding whether a junction or network could conveniently accommodate it.
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But, increasingly, we found that the demands weren’t always 
real or desirable, and we decided that it wasn’t the purpose of 
planning policy to satisfy them even if they were. We discovered 
that people acted to minimise their inconvenience, and it wasn’t 
necessary to prioritise the convenience of commuting car drivers. 

What has emerged is the new paradigm to accelerate sustainable 
mobility – Vision and Validate (V&V). This new paradigm is 
embraced by the new European guidance on Sustainable Urban 
Mobility Plans (SUMP) published 6 months ago. 

Transport assessments generally started with a SUMP style 
approach, where the process started with vision building or 
masterplanning. This was a gradual shift, but a shift nonetheless, 
which meant that the ‘Old Normal’ wasn’t normality at all. It was 
change.

In this new process, with V&V, the questions asked are quite 
different: road networks can be classified by the street and 
function (link and place). The issue of a baseline then does not 
arise because you simply define what the link will do. 

Planning becomes a process of defining a roadmap between 
scenarios (i.e. what you think will happen) and a vision (what you 
want to happen).

This visionary work is supporting a new exciting wave of transport 
planning from the strategic plan to local streets, last mile solutions 
and placemaking.

After the COVID-19 shock, there will be no ‘baselines’ in the 
conventional sense in which they were used in planning. 

The virus will likely arrive in several waves over the next few 
years. Any form of stability is some time away and it is likely that 
the travel patterns of all generations will change, in different ways.

What COVID-19 shows us is that in a crisis the rules don’t apply, 
which makes you wonder why they were there in the first place. 

It is casting aside many barriers to living online or in our local 
community. People are finding that the difference between putting on 
a suit and commuting for an hour, or working effectively at home, is just 
the ability to download a few apps plus permission from their company. 

It is teaching us that mobility is both physical and digital – phygital 
– and that virtual mobility and travel avoidance alternatives should 
be firmly in the planning mix.

Now is the opportunity for planning to become bolder. To change 
its focus from mobility to accessibility in a more systemic way as 
part of a wider framework that includes health and climate. 

Traffic Demand

For some time, the evidence has been that the guidance 
forecasts for traffic demands are only pertinent in particular 
circumstances. Notably when there is the ability for the demand 
to be accommodated.

We know that in more congested and busy places traffic is 
no longer a function of development or economic growth. It is 
common to see traffic demand remaining the same, or even 
falling where economic activity has been rising.

Traffic is largely a function of the available roadspace.

COVID-19 will be a catalyst for the rise of the V&V concept. We 
will define what we want the road to do and how much traffic we 
want it to take. We already do. But maybe in the new world we will 
be even less concerned than we are now about the convenience 
of car borne commuters, investing instead in the policy preferred 
more inclusive living conditions, many of which the COVID-19 
world has shown we may actually like in moderation.

In a recent YouGov poll, only 9% of people said that they would 
return to their pre-COVID-19 living habits. Even if that were 90% 
our lives and effects would be markedly different. 



Pre-COVID-19, our assumptions included that you could only 
fit up to the number of vehicles on roads that the roads could 
physically take. In V&V it is the same effect but looked at in a 
different way. We define the capacity of the road by whether we 
want to generate traffic, or limit traffic. 

We use traffic models to define what those capacities are and 
help us decide whether to change it, up or down. They also give 
us the means to quantify things, like journey time, which help us 
understand the relative attractiveness of different types of mobility.

It was becoming less common to use traffic models in the old P&P 
sense as a measure of pass or fail of development, although not 
uncommon. 

What to Do

Traffic models are helpful. Not particularly in the pass or fail 
context (except when it relates to road safety), but to help us 
make planning judgements about what to do. 

For instance, a microsimulation model with a human brain interface 
can help to understand the effect on convenience at one part of 
the network and of restricting or adding capacity at another. It can 
help to understand how much capacity is gained if roadspace is 
reallocated from vehicles to classic mobility (walking and cycling).

It can help to understand the requirements for strategic road 
connections to strategic distribution. 

In the V&V context there may be greater emphasis on the road 
capacity and characteristic rather than the use at the time of the 
survey. 

In the P&P context the measurements take on greater importance, 
and this is where the COVID-19 effect takes on greater 
importance, because we won’t have stability in the future. We 
won’t have stability not just because of COVID-19 but because 
the world was already changing and will continue to do so for 
other reasons; climate; poverty; technology; attitudes etc.

For a number of years after the 2007/2008 banking crisis, traffic 
surveys were subject to challenge. We were told that we couldn’t 
infer traffic forecasts after that period because it was ‘affected by 
the recession’.

It is likely that the recession did play a part in the reduced traffic 
numbers, but so did several other factors. We saw reduced car 
ownership, reduced young person driver licence applications, and 
in 2007 the iPhone was launched! The point was that we found it 
more difficult to agree traffic forecasts for the P&P assessments.
If we think that was a problem, COVID-19 is going to be much 
more so; if we are in a traditional P&P situation.

However, we’re not in the same situation that we were in 2007 
onwards with everyone.

Some highway authorities are taking a particularly open-minded 
stance on this. They are opening up their databases and they are 
already indicating that they will take a view on traffic forecasts. 
Some are relaxing their scoping requirements, although others 
have less willingness to compromise just yet.

Traffic survey companies have also opened their survey lists, 
putting people in touch with the owners of the surveys.

There is substantial uncertainty over what to do about new 
surveys. There is reasonable risk that anything undertaken in the 
next few years could not be considered as being measured in a 
steady state. Steady state couldn’t be proven until it had been 
observed.

Does it matter?

In the V&V scenario, not as much. Surveys can be undertaken 
at almost any time and the performance of the system defined 
rather than forecast (just as we do for public transport, walking 
and cycling etc).

In the P&P scenario, more so, but maybe not critically so.

Some commentators are suggesting that September (after the 
traditional period of school holidays) might be okay. Others are 
suggesting not until March 2021. Others are suggesting ‘wait and 
see’. 

We are generally a pro-growth organisation, and in our view there 
is no reason to prevent or delay otherwise acceptable growth 
because the historic process for assessment can’t be followed. 
That doesn’t mean that everyone will agree with us, and therefore 
when it comes to surveys and assessments there are these 
scenarios, with various adaptions and permutations.



Scenario 1: V&V

In V&V we define what we want to see. For example, a masterplan 
for a new settlement may define criteria, such as local living. 
Roads may be restricted in size to achieve better placemaking, or 
maximised in size to enable freight movement.

• Undertake traffic and travel surveys when schools are 
open (travel related to education generally makes up half 
of morning peak movement). 

• Define what the roads and streets in the study area are 
intended to do. Use the models to understand whether 
they will achieve that.

• The surveyed flows will serve to calibrate the models. 
The process of calibration is not dependent on the steady 
state, or not, of the traffic at the time of the surveys.

• Define what traffic flows we want to see in the study 
area for iterative network testing. The start point will be a 
judgement made on the basis of:
a. The recent surveyed flows
b. Any historic data that is available from existing 

databases (if it is complete this may supersede the 
need surveyed flows

c. A judgement about the demands of growth, 
considering the effects of capacity limitations 

• It will be an iterative assessment combining the model 
results with a human brain capable of making judgements.

Scenario 2: P&P

This is the more traditional look at traffic, where less flexible 
demands are forecast according to a set of rules, and the aim is 
to make it all fit on the road network with limited inconvenience. 

One interpretation of the traditional guidance is that surveys must 
only be undertaken in a neutral and steady state period. It will be 
easy to use this as a reason for delaying assessment and delivery 
of growth for many years to come. This is a risk.

Understanding that steady state is potentially unachievable, but growth 
is desirable, we have to find ways of overcoming that impediment.

One way is to move to the V&V approach.

If that is unpalatable or inappropriate, then find a way of using 
what does exist in order to move forward. In order not to delay, 
these are the some of the options:

a. Get some historic data from whatever source (including 
Authority databases and survey company lists) and make 
judgements about how that is best manipulated to serve 
the purpose. Some discretion may need to be applied

b. Undertake new surveys, even though they will not be 
neutral or undertaken during a steady state, and factor 
them based on a comparison of general traffic data in 
the area at the time of the new survey against general 
traffic data measured historically, followed by a factor 
to represent what one thinks about lasting change as a 
result of COVID-19

On the basis of (b) there is no reason to wait for a proven steady 
state. Surveys could be undertaken after lockdown (or the more 
extreme stages of lockdown) and when schools are back.

Appendix A is an example of one way of looking at detailed P&P 
scenario modelling.



Summary

The old fashioned Predict & Provide (P&P) way of looking at traffic 
is making way for the newer Vision & Validate (V&V). V&V places 
greater importance on sustainable mobility. Instead of predicting a 
demand and trying to make it fit, it starts with the vision and defines 
what the vision will allow. Here traffic is a function of roadspace and 
it is the available roadspace that dictates demand.

We were heading this way anyway, well before COVID-19. What 
COVID-19 has done is accelerate that process in an extreme 
manner. People are finding that the difference between putting on 
a suit and commuting for an hour, or working effectively at home, is 
just the ability to download a few apps plus a reason to try.

In the old world some commentators didn’t like undertaking traffic 
surveys in anything other than a ‘neutral’ period and when life was 
in a steady state. Neutral periods and steady states are unlikely to 
be proven, if indeed they will ever exist again, for a long time. Maybe 
years given the responses to the 2007/2008 banking crisis and the 
catalytic effect that COVID-19 may have on pace of change.

To move on, delaying otherwise appropriate growth and change 
because of a need to follow guidance that cannot be achieved is 
unpalatable. Therefore, there will be new way of looking at surveys; 
a way in which some authorities are already doing with an open 
mind.

In the V&V world traffic surveys are less important than the vision. 
Traffic surveys will help us build the models that help us understand 
the characteristics of the vision, and what happens when we change 
it. For calibration of these models it is not necessary for surveys to 
be undertaken in the historical neutral period or steady state. 

It is not as necessary to make a judgement about what might 
happen in the future, because instead we are defining what we want 
to happen in the future. The V&V approach is a roadmap between 
what is happening (historically or at the time of the surveys) and 
what we want to happen (the vision). 

In this world we need not wait for neutrality or steady state. We 
can undertake the surveys. We suggest after the extreme part of 
lockdown and when schoolchildren are at school.

For P&P there is a greater need to forecast what traffic demands 
may occur if the road network was big enough to accommodate 
them. There remains the potential problem of a long wait before 
neutrality or steady state.

On the basis that this can’t impede growth there is no point in 
waiting. The only data available is that which has already been 
gathered, or that which one can gather at the time.

In both cases it will be possible to factor the data, but it requires 
discretion and judgement. The weight to be applied to the analysis 
will also be determined by the relative planning weight applied to 
the importance of convenience to commuting drivers.

As for V&V there is a case to be made for undertaking surveys 
after the extreme part of lockdown and when schoolchildren have 
returned to school. 

At the moment, lockdown has been extended to May. If schools 
return in May then gathering data in June or early July may be of 
some practical use. Following that, it is September, but that will be 
affected if we have a double peak in COVID-19 cases that affects 
September.

Some authorities have an open mind on this. Some have said 
that maybe September surveys will be acceptable to them, but 
it depends on circumstance. The indication is that some will 
consider March 2021 the first chance. Others are not giving a 
view.

Therefore, any work based on historic surveys, or new surveys, 
that are not agreed with the determining authority, run the risk of 
invalidating the assessment with that determining authority. This 
is whether they are practically useful and provide valuable help to 
the visioning and viability exercises.



Appendix A

The COMET model is a strategic model and, as has been noted in the turning flow data extracted and presented thus far, the local junctions 
have not been calibrated meaning it is difficult to have great confidence in the model outputs without some checking against what is observed 
to be happening on street. In the current circumstances, however, these checks are impossible to complete on the basis that they rely on traffic 
data to be available for the area and traffic surveys are not currently possible. 

Initially therefore, our recommendation would be that the COMET outputs are used as a way of sifting the impacts arising from the development. 
There are a series of outputs available from the COMET. The additional information required is: 

• Link Traffic flows (all vehicles) 
• Link Traffic flows (development specific obtained via select link analysis) 
• Link Volume /Capacity (V/C) data 
• Junction V/Cs 

We would need this information for the Base, LP Run 4 and LP Run 4 + Development scenarios. As part of this data request we would also seek 
confirmation as to how the turning flows have been calculated from COMET as we would like to both interrogate this method and, assuming we 
consider the method appropriate, have the ability to replicate it as required using the information requested above. 

We would review the V/C information to identify the areas where COMET predicts a substantive, negative change arising from the inclusion 
of the development. These are the areas which we would then focus on. Initially we would review the extent of the change to determine if it is 
material and therefore potentially an area where an intervention may be required. 

For those areas which may require interventions we will use the COMET outputs to create turning flows for the three scenarios and assess within 
isolated junction modelling to determine the severity of any change (as the COMET model is not sufficiently reliable on its own to determine 
impact). At the same time, we would also use the ATC data and the Link Traffic flows from the Base COMET run to gain an understanding of 
how the flows within the COMET base model correlate to the observed traffic surveys. In the absence of any actual turning count data being 
available via surveys, this may allow for additional adjustments to be made to the turning flows in response to the differences (i.e. if a flow is 
considerably higher in COMET than is observed within an ATC, an adjustment down can be applied to COMET base flows and the magnitude 
of adjustment then repeated within the other scenarios that are being tested in the isolated junction modelling). 

A further check is recommended to ensure that the COMET model flows are not affected by unrealistic reassignment effects. What can happen 
with strategic models is that model “noise” can occur which typically manifests in traffic switching routes due to the presence of a development 
or other network constraints and as a consequence larger volumes are observed on local roads (traditionally which have lower capacity) and 
main road traffic flows reduce. For robustness we would recommend that any instances of model noise within the COMET flows are reviewed 
and, if necessary, a sensitivity test should be defined. 

A combination of the flow extraction from COMET and the review against available observed traffic flows will provide us with an initial set of turning 
flow matrices to assess within the isolated junction models. Most likely by adding the development specific traffic turning flows to the COMET LP Run 
4 scenario (i.e. no development) to assess pure development impact on top of future year flows. This should be done sparingly so as to not undermine 
the traffic flow information extracted from COMET but to ensure that any evidence which is submitted is clear and accords with expectations.


