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INTRODUCTORY COMMENTS

The Mersey Gateway project, formerly known as the New Mersey Crossing, is a hugely ambitious and enormously costly one with impacts stretching many miles away terrestrially, aquatically and atmospherically.  It should not go ahead unless there is incontrovertible evidence it is sustainable, good value for money and does not disadvantage the environment, communities or quality of life.
It is all too easy to be carried along with enthusiasms for iconic projects like bridges spanning mighty waterways, but economic claims for them must be founded in reality.  There are in fact many reasons to question optimistic expectations for this bridge.  What could it actually achieve?  
In effect, the scheme is no more nor less than another very expensive road scheme which would:
· do nothing to reduce traffic overall or reduce traffic growth in the medium to long term
· do nothing to encourage modal shift for people or freight

· do nothing to reduce the need to travel or address dependence on oil
· do nothing to reduce CO2 emissions or help climate change
· do nothing to foster more sustainable lifestyles
· do nothing to improve the marine or estuarine water environment

· do nothing for the ecology of the wider area 

· do nothing to contribute to living within environmental limits
Yet all of these are key governmental aims.  

Nor are there any guarantees that the project would deliver substantial benefits for the large socially-deprived local communities of Halton – for their long-term health, worklessness or their ability to travel.  And whilst some areas, might have improved air quality in the short term, other areas would suffer worse air quality in the short term and all areas affected by through traffic in particular would suffer worse air quality in the long term, more noise and visual intrusion.   
Seminal works by the Standing Advisory Committee on Trunk Road Assessment (SACTRA) have shown that providing more highway capacity generates more traffic (Trunk Roads and the Generation of Traffic, 1994) and that there is no automatic connection - in a mature economy such as that which exists in the UK - between the provision of new highway capacity and economic prosperity (Transport and the Economy, 1998).  Yet this scheme appears to fall into both of the key traps SACTRA identified.  Added to which, it is difficult to see how charging two deprived communities living either side of the River Mersey to connect to each other is going to benefit either of them.  Meanwhile they would lose or have violated important urban green spaces. 
In addition, the business case for this project appears to be at best unusual and at worst convoluted.  The promoters maintain that because a charging regime would be introduced for both the new bridge and the existing Silver Jubilee Bridge, traffic would be significantly suppressed for some considerable time after the opening of the new bridge.  Yet it is the income from the tolls which would pay for the project.  So the payback would be an unpardonable amount of time in coming?  How is this a good investment?
Very importantly, in order to build the new bridge, seriously polluted areas of land and stretches of the river which have been subjected to decades of industrial dumping would be disturbed, with un-quantifiable consequences for human health, the river environment, biodiversity and wildlife upstream and downstream.  The environment of the estuary, which has special designations, would be placed under serious threat and so would green belt and areas susceptible to flooding whilst vast quantities of aggregates and minerals would be used.   This is a very poor scheme.
THE PLANNING STATEMENT
2.
Background Detail
It is all too apparent that this scheme has not been developed as a result of methodically following the Department for Transport’s WebTAG procedures.  As is admitted in para. 2.19, “The provision of a second road crossing of the river Mersey has been a long held aspiration of Halton Borough Council”.  
An in-depth analysis of the problems and objectives was not carried out as a starting point before aspirations for a new road bridge were developed.  Nor was there an exhaustive exploration of all the options as required by WebTAG.  If travel plans and demand management initiatives had been pursued in great depth, they would have revealed that, cumulatively, a series of smart choices rigourously applied can have a significant effect on travel behaviour – as research conducted for the Department for Transport has shown (eg.’Making Smarter Choices Work’, DfT 2004, and ‘Less Traffic Where People Live’, Transport 2000 Trust and University of Westminster, 2003).   And new rail infrastructure was not even considered – only rail service improvements.  All the other nine ‘alternatives’ quoted were road-based ones and most of them, including the ‘option’ chosen pander to the ‘philosophy of predict and provide’ (para. 2.22).
The majority of the analytical effort expended has quite clearly been on deciding which alignment the new road bridge should take (para. 2.24) and then, post hoc, drawing up the strategic objectives to support the case for the one chosen (paras. 2.20 & 2.29).  This is not the order of events required by WebTAG.
Equally anomalous is the description of the Silver Jubilee Bridge as “a social and economic constraint” (para. 2.19) and yet the proposal is to toll this bridge – as well as the new one – once the new one is built and open for business.  It is not explained how this charging scheme would be instrumental in helping to lift social and economic constraints.
3.
Project Description
The project description gives little impression of the sheer scale of works which would be involved, let alone disruption and nuisance during construction and it makes no mention of physical constraints.  
There is the briefest reference to the need for a new single span bridge as part of the Central Expressway works (para. 3.9, point no. 4) and, very briefly, to the need for “general earthworks, kerb-alignment, embankments and retaining structures” (para. 3.14).   A better project description would have been one which included explanations of what roads might be stopped up permanently or temporarily, where traffic flows would be affected during construction and one which gave numbers of dwellings and commercial and industrial businesses which would be affected permanently and temporarily.  As it stands, stakeholders attempting to get to grips with these facts and figures are expected to work out this information for themselves from maps provided.  This is poor practice.

4.
Planning Policy Framework
Paras. 4.1 and 4.3 reference the extant Regional Spatial Strategy.  Para. 4.3, point no. 1, is somewhat disingenuous in its description of the Mersey Gateway Project, implying it is listed as a regional priority for transport investment, this being the policy heading.  It is in fact listed in Table 10.1 as a regionally significant transport study (p. 137, RPG 13).     
Mersey Gateway Bridge

Para. 4.3, point no. 2 refers to Draft RSS Policy RT8.  That policy, it should be noted, gives top priority to improving transport safety and security, second to maintaining existing transport net-works and assets and third priority to making best use of existing transport networks and assets.  It is only the fourth priority which is “targetted investment” (p.44).  Also, the modifications stage of RSS featured, as a crucial over-arching Development Principle, ‘Reducing the Need to Travel’.  And, in line with the EIP Panel’s recommendations, it gave greater priority to climate change than the Draft RSS did (ref. R3.7, p.3, Sec. of State’s Proposed Changes to Draft RSS, March 2008).    

The fact that the UDP contains a commitment to pursue a new crossing east of the Silver Jubilee Bridge and the Local Transport Plan identifies it as a top priority is to be expected; local politicians have supported the idea of a new bridge for some time.  But this does not make it a sustainable scheme or guarantee it will achieve all they hope for (paras. 4.3-4.5 inc., p.17 & para. 4.36, p.25).

Paras. 4.6 and 4.38 imply a pre-eminence for the second Mersey Crossing in the Regional Economic Strategy which does not in fact exist.  Halton is barely featured and whilst the second Mersey Crossing is listed as the 65th ‘transformational action’, its delivery is seen as a “challenge” for the Liverpool City Region (p.16, RES, 2006).
Transportation

Para. 4.27 is disingenuous in its description of the three key aims of the government’s latest transport strategy document ‘Towards a Sustainable Transport System: Supporting Economic Growth in a Low Carbon World’.  It refers only to the Eddington Study when in fact this “discussion document”, as the Secretary of State describes it in the foreword, also relates equally to the Stern Review.  The Mersey Gateway Planning Statement describes the first aim as: “.. .how the Government is responding to the recommendations made in the Eddington study to improve transport’s contribution to economic growth and productivity” and then stops at that point, failing to add as the document itself does: “and how it is ensuring that transport will play its part in delivering the overall level of reductions in carbon emissions recommended by the Stern Review of the Economics of Climate Change” (Executive Summary, p. 7). 
The Planning Statement then goes on to quote extensively from the Eddington Study (paras. 4.28-4.31, inc).  But it fails to balance its quotes about economic growth, as the discussion document does, with references to the Stern Review and the need to reduce C02 emissions.  Rod Eddington himself recognised these.  One of Rod Eddington’s ‘Key Findings and Recommendations’ was:  “emissions from the transport sector are a significant and growing contributor (around a quarter in 2004) to the UK’s overall greenhouse gas emissions .... Those emissions impact on long term economic growth by contributing to global climate change.  Transport will therefore need to play an important role in an economy-wide response to that challenge.  To do so, it is essential, both from an economic and environmental perspective, that the environmental impacts of transport are fully reflected in decision-making”.  (Key finding no. 5, page 5, Eddington Transport Study, December 2006). 
Sustainable Development

The last sentence of the ‘Sustainable Development’ section (para. 4.46) cross-references with the government’s sustainability strategy, apparently questioning the degree of concurrence with it.  It does well to do so because that strategy flags up the increasing stress people put on resources, including water, land and air.  There is no similar acknowledgement with regard to the regional sustainable development framework which the RSS EIP Panel said must be given more credence.  The Mersey Gateway Project in fact conflicts with many aspirations in both the UK’s sustainability strategy and the region’s ‘Action for Sustainability’ (AfS) framework.  It is worth noting, when AfS was consulted upon, regional stakeholders’ most popular theme was ‘reducing the need to travel’.
Green Belt

Paras. 4.47-4.55, and paras. 5.12 to 5.21, inc., flag up national Green Belt policy and an area of Green Belt on the north of the river - Wigg Island – admitting it would be severely compromised by the Mersey Gateway project.  However, extraordinarily, there is no mention at all of the North Cheshire Green Belt boundary that would be compromised if junction 12 of the M56 motorway is made larger as is required as a part of the planning permissions. The areas to the west, south and east of junction 12 are all in Cheshire Green Belt.  It would be further impacted if the M56 were widened in line with Halton’s preference in order to accommodate anticipated extra traffic flows.  [See Appendix 1].
Air Quality

Paras. 4.56-4.59, inc., inadequately address the subject of ‘Air Quality’, taking into account the UK Air Quality Archive maps [See Appendix 2], and fail to mention Annex 1 to PPS 23, although they do appear to support calls by the environmental NGO sector for a full health impact assessment.  
It should be noted that the North Western extremity of the scheme at Speke Road, Widnes, where the toll booths would be situated at or above ground level, is downwind of Liverpool John Lennon Airport which is already an area suffering poor air quality, and downwind of where the toll booths would be situated for the Silver Jubilee Bridge.   Also, whereas currently this area is green fields, providing a green lung and a necessary natural drainage system for the area, it would become a vast expanse of hard surfacing in order to provide for at least eight toll booths.  Here vehicles in their thousands would be slowing down and accelerating away, adding hugely to the noxious emissions created by traffic doing the same thing at the Silver Jubilee toll booths and aircraft and other traffic in the area.  All these extra emissions would travel eastwards with the prevailing wind over the remainder of Widnes and Runcorn, driving down the air quality of the two towns.
Noise Quality

Paras. 4.60 to 4.2, inc., attempt to virtually dismiss the topic of noise by stating:  “there are no specific development plan policies in relation to noise against which the Project should be assessed”.  This is a derisory way to treat this subject which the World Health Organisation rate so highly when it is patently obvious that both construction work and subsequent new traffic flows would have a serious impact on noise levels.  Noise is as much a health issue as is air pollution and this was recognised in the government review of national performance indicators which took place in 2007.  Notably, neither the DEFRA noise maps nor the CPRE tranquillity map for the North West appear to have been taken account of.  It is quite evident that even before the Runcorn Expressway is widened, huge toll booth areas are built in Widnes and more overall traffic is drawn through the whole Borough that it already suffers from high levels of noise pollution.  [See Appendix 3].
Water Quality

Paras. 4.63 and 4.64 again fail to mention Annex 1 (or Annex 2) to PPS 23.  There is no reference to the Water Framework Directive, no reference to the Draft Marine Bill, no reference to the statutory role of the Mersey Conservator and no reference to EU water standards and regulations.
Built and Historic Environment

Para. 4.67 appears to acknowledge the likelihood that a massive new bridge would have impacts on the two other listed structures which cross the River Mersey in the vicinity but there are no specific references to other listed structures and English Heritage’s up-dated position paper of ‘Climate Change and the Historic Environment’ is not referenced.
Natural Environment

Paras. 4.69 to 4.71, inc., recognise the necessity to conduct an Appropriate Assessment but one does not appear to have been carried out.
Para. 4.73 acknowledges that developments which affect SSSIs should not normally take place but fails to give adequate weight in para. 4.76 to the risk to the SSSI which exists in the estuary as a result of work being carried out in such a polluted part of the river. 
Biodiversity and Nature Conservation/  Waste

The paras. on Biodiversity and Nature Conservation (paras. 4.77-4.79, inc.) and on waste (paras. 4.80 and 4.81) fail to mention the environmental sustainability indicators which are a part of the National Performance Indicators.

Open Space

Para. 4.84 tacitly admits that the Mersey Gateway project would lead to the loss of significant open space.  It would also lead to the loss of large areas of terrain that can soak up water in an area which is partially susceptible to flooding.  

Flood Risk

Paras. 4.85 to 4.89, inc., quote extensively from PPS 25 but fail to flag up the flood risk map in the Secretary of State’s proposed changes to Draft RSS.  In fact, part of south Widnes which would be affected by the Mersey Gateway Project is in a flood plain, as is Warrington upstream.  [See Appendix 4].
Economic Development

Paras. 4.90 & 4.91 quote extensively from the RSS in respect of Economic Development, but  it should be noted that the extant RSS is in fact a quite well balanced document and the RSS EIP Panel were critical of the emerging RSS for being too unbalanced in favour of economic issues.  Regeneration strategies are predicated on delivery of the scheme (paras. 4.9 & 4.97) but the connection is tenuous.  The Standing Advisory Committee on Trunk Road Assessment (SACTRA) pointed out in their report Transport and the Economy published a decade ago that roads work in two ways and can just as easily suck a workforce away from an area as bring employment opportunities to it.  They warned that, in a mature economy, there is no automatic connection between building new transport infrastructure and an improved economy.  It is unclear why regeneration projects could not take place any way. 

Local Development Framework
Southern Widnes SPD:  Para. 9.94 refers to aspirations to release land in southern Widnes as part of the Mersey Gateway Project for a regeneration project but, here again, there is no reference to the fact that part of the area is in flood plain.  There is also no guarantee that this will happen.  And there is also no reference to the levels of pollution on the land in question.

Regeneration Strategy

Land contamination is not tackled, despite this being a hugely contaminated area.  [See Appendices 5 & 6].  There is no explanation why a significant regeneration strategy could not be undertaken without the bridge and no ‘Plan B’ if aspirations fail to materialise. 
5.
Planning Appraisal
Para. 5.3 points out the need to conduct a planning balance exercise, weighing compliance against harm.  It is highly questionable whether due weight has been afforded to potential harm.  
Accordance with the Development Plan

Para. 5.5 argues that “considerable weight” can be given to the emerging RSS because of how well advanced it is.  If this is the case, then it should be noted that the proposed ‘Vision’ is:  
“By 2021 we will see a region that has acted to deliver sustainable development, leading to a higher quality of life for all, and reduced social, economic and environmental disparities.  Develop-ment will be seen in a global context and the region will contribute reduction of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gas emissions” (P.36, Secretary of State’s proposed changes to draft RSS).   This prompts the question, how can a new expanse of highway, plus significantly expanded existing highway, extra traffic, extra overall greenhouse gas emissions, development on contaminated land and on flood plain and a charging scheme which will disadvantage the poor contribute to greater sustainability, remove social disadvantages and help climate change?
The proposed changes go on from there to give greater weight to sustainability and climate change than the Draft RSS did, in accordance with the Examination in Public Panel Report.  
Under ‘Policy Context’ the proposed changes list ‘Sustainable Development’ first and declare:  

“A key test of how successful RSS – and the North West itself – is in achieving its ambitions will be the extent to which spatial development in the region adopts the principles of sustainable development.  These are set out, in the UK Sustainable Development Strategy, as being to achieve the twin goals of living within environmental limits and ensuring a strong, healthy and just society, by means of achieving a sustainable economy, promoting good governance and using sound science responsibly.  Four shared priorities for UK action flow from this:

· sustainable production and consumption
· climate change and energy

· natural resource protection and environmental enhancement

· sustainable communities

These are reflected and developed in the ten regional priorities set out in ‘Action for Sustainability’, the region’s sustainable development framework, revised in 2004 and supported by an Integrated Appraisal Toolkit”.  (P.47 & 48)
The ‘Spatial Principles’ then follow on from this lead, beginning with Development Plan Policy 1:
“The following principles underpin RSS (incorporating RTS).

Other regional, sub-regional and local plans and strategies and all individual proposals, schemes and investment decisions should adhere to these principles.  All may be applicable to development management in particular circumstances:

· promote sustainable communities
· promote sustainable economic development
· make the best use of existing resources and infrastructure
· manage travel demand, reduce the need to travel and increase accessibility
· marry opportunity and need

· promote environmental quality
· mainstream rural issues

· reduce emissions and adapt to climate change”

The Development Plan policies which follow on from DP 1 seek to re-enforce these principles.
Consequently, it is not appropriate to claim the Development Plan expressly supports the Mersey Gateway Project “in its proposed form” (para. 5.7).  Apart from anything else, the extent of the works associated with the project were unknown at the time the RSS was being drawn up.
Conflict with the Development Plan
Conflict is admitted in a number of local (Halton UDP) policy areas – ie. Green Belt, greenspace, potential greenspace designation, action areas, air quality, noise and heritage policies - but not in many others, notably RSS policies as defined in the Secretary of State’s Proposed Changes to the Draft RSS of March 2008.  
The Mersey Gateway Project contravenes the emerging RSS in several areas:-  
· Halton is not named in emerging Policy W2 as a ‘Location for regionally significant economic development’ and yet part of the case for the project is that it would promote development/ regeneration of a scale which would be regionally significant.  
· The amount of land envisaged for employment land as a spin-off from the project appears to be greater than that which is incorporated into Table 6.1 of the emerging RSS, but it is difficult to tell.  Greater clarity is called for here.  
· Also, it should be noted that Halton is not listed in emerging Policy W5 as an area identified for comparison retailing facilities.
· In addition, Halton is neither a Housing Market Renewal Area nor an area specifically identified for development in the emerging RSS.  In fact, it is featured as an area of ‘Environmental Constraint’ due to the special designations afforded to the Mersey estuary.
· The Mersey Gateway Project proposal is totally contrary to emerging Policy RT2 on Managing Travel Demand
· The proposal also conflicts with Policy EM1 – the Integrated Enhancement and Protection of the Region’s Environmental Assets – and with Policy EM3 on Green Infrastructure.  It is also doubtful whether it complies with EM2 on the Remediation of Contaminated Land. 
· Certainly the proposal fails to comply with EM5 on Integrated Water Management which, amongst other things, requires compliance with Catchment Flood Management Plans and with Regional Flood Risk Appraisal.   The Mersey Estuary Catchment Flood Management Plan of 2008, produced by the Environment Agency, states that the whole of the Widnes area is at risk from localised groundwater rebound and the whole area is at risk from fluvial flooding in the long term.  Further up-stream at Warrington, flood risk is considered so bad as to be described as “unacceptable”.  Downstream, if there are knock-on effects – of constructing this major piece of infrastructure out on the lower part of the estuary and out into the bay, then there would also be a conflict with Policy RDF 3 on the coast.  
Consequently, it is appropriate to re-iterate that the Development Plan, which includes the RSS, is not supported by the Mersey Gateway Project.

6.
Listed Building Considerations
Para. 6.7 of the Planning Statement quotes the four key issues from the ‘Listed Building Control’ section of PPG 15 on Planning and the Historic Environment, although it fails to add “including other listed buildings”  to the fourth.  It should be noted that the same section of the same national planning guidance covers ‘Called in applications’.  Para. 3.21 says:  “Cases are likely to be called in where the Secretary of State considers that the proposals raise issues of exceptional significance or controversy”. 
 Whilst the tabled alterations to the Silver Jubilee Bridge would make it more usable for walkers and cyclists than it currently is, and that in itself is a good thing, those alterations are only proposed as part of a much bigger and controversial scheme which is one of “exceptional significance” and which is “controversial”. The scheme in its entirety should therefore be called in.  
The Planning Statement also argues (in para. 6.19) that the work on the Silver Jubilee Bridge  itself would meet the policy test of preserving the listed building, its setting and its features.  The fact that its design and that of the proposed new bridge bear no resemblance to each other and are in stark contrast is not addressed.  It could be argued that the modern design of the new bridge would make the existing one look particularly dated and unattractive.  It would therefore fall foul of the requirement in para. 5.1, ie:  “In developing policies and projects it is essential therefore, that local highway and planning authorities take full account of the wider costs of transport choices, including impact on the historic environment”.  
A key aspect of PPG 15 is not touched upon at all in the Planning Statement – the Transport and Traffic Management Section.  
Para. 5.1 says:  The Government’s commitment to sustainable development entails greater integration of transport with other aspects of land-use planning in order to reduce the need for travel, to moderate future traffic growth and to minimise the environmental impacts of transport”.   The Mersey Gateway project in its entirety is completely at odds with the government’s aspirations as expressed here.   It is also at odds with advice on new traffic routes in PPG 15.  Para. 5.4 says:  “When contemplating a new route, authorities should consider whether the need for it, and any impact on the environment, might be obviated by an alternative package of measures   ........  New roads should not be built just to facilitate more commuting ....”.  
Consequently, the Mersey Gateway Project contravenes PPG 15.  Planning permissions should be refused. If they are not, the scheme should be called in for consideration by the Secretary of State. 
7.
Planning Benefits
The claimed planning benefits do not stand up to scrutiny and neither do the social ones, bearing in mind that two socially-deprived communities would have to pay to connect to one another.

There can be no guarantee that the claimed regeneration benefits would materialise for Halton and there are many likely downsides to the project, including induced traffic, more noise and more CO2 emissions – particularly in the medium to long term – and with those negative impacts would come poorer health, a poorer quality of life.  

The full impacts of disturbing land and water-based pollutants during construction is not fully understood and long term rising sea levels and  flood risks do not  appear to have been taken into account – either in the immediate vicinity or upstream or downstream.  The north side of the river is partially in a flood plain and there are areas with special designations, along with the wildlife that depend on them, likely to be deleteriously impacted.  
8.
Summary Against General Development Plan Policy
The Mersey Gateway Project runs contrary to many aspects of both the extant and the emerging Regional Spatial Strategy, notably key Development Principles, its sustainable development aims and its requirement to reduce the need to travel, manage traffic better and make better use of existing infrastructure and natural resources.  
Consequently, planning applications associated with it should be refused.  If they are not, the scheme should be called in for consideration by the Secretary of State.

The Environmental Statement is tackled in a separate document to this.

North West Transport Activists Roundtable, c/o Greater Manchester Transport Resource Unit,

GMCVO, St. Thomas Centre, Ardwick Green North, Manchester, M12 6FZ.  Tel:  0161 277 1014  
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