
 

Why does a bit of snow plunge Britain into
transport chaos?
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A couple of times a year, the UK is presented with the competing
emotions of seeing children bouncing off the walls with excitement and
the dread of the chaotic morning commute. It is snowing.

You might hear British people asking: "Why are we so bad at dealing
with snow? Why can't we just keep the child-like thrill of it without
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suffering the delayed flights, broken coccyx and battered bodywork?
Why can't we be like other countries and just take it in our stride? "

There's not actually a simple answer to this. The reality is that investing
in the infrastructure and equipment to make it easier to cope with snow –
heated runways, fancier snow ploughs and the rest – would be extremely
expensive.

There is a cost-benefit analysis that would tell you how much the annual
chaos of a day of snow costs compared with the investment needed to
avoid it and the benefits of that. The UK Met Office, government and
councils do exactly that, working out what level of investment is
appropriate to mitigate occasional chaos.

In fact, because snow is relatively rare for the UK, it is possible that
much of the chaos arises from not being well-practised in driving or
walking in slippery conditions – and no amount of spending is going to
cure that.

Every British driver could go and buy winter tyres for their cars. But this
illustrates that the solutions developed for other countries do not
necessarily translate directly to UK conditions. The British climate is
benign: wet and relatively warm.

Winter tyres used in Sweden, Canada or the Switzerland will be
optimised for much colder conditions – made from softer rubber to
maintain grip well below freezing. This would just wear very quickly on
typical UK winter days, which are not really very cold at all by
comparison.

Unlike places well-versed in coping with snow, the UK rarely has
extended of periods of cold with snow that freeze the ground so that the
snow stays around. When snow falls, it usually lands on warmer ground
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http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/travel-chaos-britain-weather-snow-rain-met-office-weather-forecast-flood-warning-london-lincolnshire-a7524971.html
http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052702304914204579392883809689994
https://www.channel4.com/news/heathrow-cut-snow-defence-spend-by-two-thirds
https://www.channel4.com/news/heathrow-cut-snow-defence-spend-by-two-thirds
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/4557/an-assessment-of-the-case-for-additional-investment.pdf
https://www.theaa.com/driving-advice/safety/winter-tyres-in-the-uk


 

and at least some of the snow melts straight away.

This combination of a little snow mixed with water creates the slushy
conditions that really are very slippery. If the climate was colder then
then snow would settle as drier snow and it would be much crunchier and
grippier underfoot.

Yet when this powdery kind of snow does occur, it can cause just as
much havoc as authorities are less used to dealing with it. This problem
has led to the now famous excuse that Britain's trains can quickly be
brought to a standstill by the "wrong kind of snow". This illustrates that
no two snow showers are the same, and the closer to melting point the
temperature is, the more variable and tricky the snow can be.

So while it might seem like Britain is ground to a halt by less extreme
weather than other countries can deal with, in some ways the milder
climate is actually harder to deal with.

This article was originally published on The Conversation. Read the 
original article.
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