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1 Introduction

This note discusses a variety of issues related to the longer term usage of the GTF.  It reviews the potential barriers to its widespread use and the means by which these barriers might be surmounted.

The views in this paper are those of someone who does believe strongly in the need for a standardised approach to the communication of data between transport models.  The benefits would arise because standardisation should:

1. make it cheaper and easier for comparisons to be carried out between modelling packages so that scientific progress is accelerated

2. generate economies of scale through minimising transfer costs between software packages, so that new modelling procedures for tackling emerging issues can be easily combined with existing models/packages

3. ensure that best practice, as exemplified in a particular modelling package, can become widely and easily available for use, through enabling users to substitute a module from one package by a superior module from a different package - in this way the productivity benefits of competition would flourish

4. improve the robustness and comparability of model outputs by adopting rigorous and consistent definitions of the data that they use

5. lessen the costs of model development by enabling standardised use of standard statistical data sets produced by government and commercial data providers

However, despite my identification of the potential benefits from standardisation of data transfer, I have to ask myself certain questions. 

· Why does the modelling package MEPLAN that my company ME&P commercialises not have full GTF functionality as yet?

· What would be required to make this approach the standard within ME&P?  

This then leads me to the wider question:  

· How would others, who may be less convinced of the above potential benefits, also be persuaded to fully adopt a GTF based approach in their everyday work?

This question is examined in more detail in the rest of this note.

2 Obstacles to the use of GTF

As with most attempts to persuade individuals or firms to change their behaviour, ideally it is preferable to focus on encouragement rather more than on pressure (more carrot than stick!).  What are the possible barriers that modellers might perceive to the widespread adoption of the GTF?  Responses are likely to include:

1. Model developers are busy people so why should we spend our time and money on developing something that is not cheap and has not been needed in the past?

2. It is all too complicated!  If we ignore it, it may go away!  What would we lose out from doing nothing for the present?

3. When everyone else has signed up to it and when the system has been widely experimented with, tested and perfected by other guinea pigs, then and only then will we spend our money on it

4. Improving the general understanding of which are the better modelling packages and model implementations may be a worthwhile exercise in principle, but why spend our money in supporting this when there is no guarantee that our own approach would ultimately appear to do well?

5. Is the market for its use is sufficiently large relative to the costs of bringing it into widespread use? – Would it ever be a cost-effective initiative?

It is clear that there are not necessarily easy answers to all of these issues just raised.  The set of challenges can for the most part be summarised through trying to provide an answer to the following:

6. Suppose you are the software and modelling manager for a large firm – the Finance Director requests you to make out a commercial case for the firm to invest in developing full GTF functionality for your software and selected models.  He wants a 5 year cash flow estimate of the set-up costs and of the increased revenue stream resulting from this investment.  He confirms that your career progress and future salary level will depend on the level of profit generated by this investment.  Would you feel confident about taking up this challenge at present?

This sobering challenge leads on to the need to identify: 

(i) What is the nature of the market for this GTF initiative?  Is the scale of the market large enough to cover the investment costs? 

(ii) Who is likely to be the ultimate beneficiary from this initiative – should these then be the people who finance it? 

(iii) What can be learned from experience of similar initiatives in related fields? (e.g. engineering models, GIS, CAD/CAM, Statistical agencies, which others?)  

Looking now from a more positive stance, we can identify some responses to the issues raised above.  

The main clients for the use of transport models are governmental type agencies at all spatial scales, ranging from traffic modelling at the very local level through to DG TREN itself at the EU level.  The models are not ends in themselves, but merely tools to be used by policy makers in order to help them to make wise and cost-effective decisions about transport investment, pricing or regulatory policies.  Accordingly the primary beneficiaries from overall improvements in the quality and cost-effectiveness of modelling tools should ultimately be the society on whose behalf the policies are being implemented.

For any single provider of models and/or modelling software the benefits from having a full GTF capability lie only in its ability to communicate with other providers.  This means however that early entrants would face major starting costs and minimal benefits from implementing GTF, until such time as there is a wide range of other providers with whom to communicate model data, and a clear need to actually initiate such data exchanges.

This relates to an issue that has been analysed in the ATOM FPV project, which is looking at the provision of modelling services to DG TREN.  There have been various initiatives by governmental agencies, especially in the UK, to licence the provision of modelling services to private firms.  The idea is that every few years the licence would be re-tendered so as to ensure that the modelling service is innovative and cost-effective.  However, in this system it has been realised that there is no incentive for the firm that is currently providing the service to document their modelling system and procedures.  The less the documentation that exists, the more costly and difficult it would be for any alternative firm to take over the licence when it is re-tendered.  Accordingly, it is not easy to ensure that documentation will be assigned a high priority unless the client puts special incentives and controls into place that force the current licensee to do so.

A similar issue may exist for the GTF.  It seems likely that the leadership and funding is best put in place by the set of clients, rather than relying on market forces to encourage private firms to implement these procedures.  This has in fact been the initial approach whereby DG TREN has funded research projects such as Bridges and Spotlights within which the initial investigations into the GTF have taken place.

There are a number of reasons why DG TREN is the most logical driver of the continuation of the GTF initiative:

1. The larger the market (i.e. European rather than national) for the potential use of the GTF the more likely it is that it could be made cost-effective.

2. The main benefits arise from uniformity, so that it should at least be applied at the European scale and ideally on a worldwide basis.  The Commission is uniquely placed to encourage harmonisation across European countries and to avoid inter-country differences in application.

3. The European Framework Research projects are already set-up to address just these types of standardisation initiatives.

Turning finally to the GTF itself, there are some aspects on which we should focus attention. 

(i) Great care is needed to make sure that the detailed design of the GTF system is initially set up in an appropriate fashion.  If the first attempts fail for some reason, then it would become more difficult in subsequent attempts to build up momentum and good will.  This implies the likely need for considerable future work in developing this area prior to widespread application.  A few carefully monitored pilot studies are needed initially.

(ii) It is important to ensure that the GTF connects directly with mainstream developments of this type.  The proposed use of XML is one such aid.  If the standardisation becomes too particular to the small world of transportation modelling then the GTF will lose touch with developments elsewhere (e.g. in the provision of standard statistical data, in commercial GIS packages, etc.) and will become out of date and expensive to maintain.  Unfortunately, the need to connect with developments in other, directly or indirectly related, areas pushes up the costs of development of GTF and slows down progress in the short (but not the long) term.

(iii) The GTF needs to be made relatively cheap and easy to adopt – otherwise it will not gain momentum and will fall into disrepute

(iv) It needs further financial support and in due time will need regulatory support from DG TREN to enable a critical mass of implementation to be achieved.  

This might mean some future regulation that all data inputs/outputs from DG TREN funded models would need to be made available in GTF.  There is no point to requiring this today from modellers, because as yet considerable further development of the GTF is needed.  However, the long lead times of Framework Research projects means that such a regulation should be seriously considered at present, even if it is to only expected to become fully operational in practice at some later stage in the future.

Any such regulation should only be applied at a stage when there is complete confidence that the GTF structure is relatively cheap, robust and flexible for modellers to apply so that their costs are demonstrably much smaller than their benefits from its use.

3
ME&P


