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[image: image1]Halton Borough Council,

Freepost W1 P4,

Widnes,  WA8 7BR.

Monday, October 31st, 2011

Dear Sir or Madam,

CONSULTATION ON MODIFICATIONS TO THE MERSEY GATEWAY PROJECT

The consultation by Halton Borough Council (HBC) on the proposed modifi-cations to the Mersey Gateway project comprises three specific questions and then offers the opportunity for further comments.  These responses are by the North West Transport Roundtable (NW TAR) who, along with Friends of the Earth (FOE), were Rule 6 objectors at the Mersey Gateway public inquiry.
1.   Do you have any comments on the design modifications proposed in

      Widnes as a result of the opportunity to move to open road tolling?
A. There would be a significant reduction in the already tiny number of
local jobs that this scheme would generate.   
Although, prior to the public inquiry, there were countless claims that

the Mersey Gateway Bridge project would generate ‘thousands of local 

jobs’ when it came to providing evidence for the public inquiry, only 65
net direct local jobs could be substantiated. There would be even less
if technology rather than direct manpower is used to operate the tolls.

The Amion Wider Economic Report 1 and Halton Borough Council’s

economic witness2 at the public inquiry estimated that 1,233 long-term
jobs would be created as a result of the project - including 98 direct   

ones - on security, administration and maintenance.  Of these only 65
were expected to go to local people.  It was not specifically stipulated 

how many of the security/admin. jobs would be people operating the

toll booths but, as these were due to have functioned 24 hours a day 

and were to have covered both the new bridge and the existing Silver
Jubilee Bridge, it would be fair to assume that these accounted for the 

majority of the new local jobs identified.  So, the benefits in terms of
direct new jobs for Halton residents becomes virtually non-existent.

 1    Ref. Core Document CD/ 200, tables 85 & 86 & para. 8.3.33

 2    Ref. Halton B.C. evidence HBC / 9/1P, tables 8.2 & 8.3 & 8.3.14
continued …
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2.
Do you have any comment on the alternative designs for the new bridge and along the route that could improve value for money?
A.       The proposed modifications drop all pretence of a light rail system ever being 
incorporated into the Mersey Gateway Bridge, thereby removing the one potential

sustainable transport feature it had  
For most of the time that the Mersey Gateway Bridge was being promoted, it was  

illustrated as having a two-tier structure with a light rail system on the lower deck.  By the time the detailed drawings had been drawn up and submitted for the public inquiry, there was no second tier and no firm promise of a light rail system.  There was merely an assertion by HBC that there would be sufficient space beneath the road surface for a light rail system to be introduced at a later date.  However, the area beneath the road surface was shown as a solid structure and no access openings were indicated.  The Alliance of the NW TAR and FOE attempted, unsuccessfully, before and during the public inquiry to seek guarantees that light rail was a genuine possibility but found the unsubstantiated and weak reassurances they received unconvincing.  In addition, because the inquiry inspector did not call for a breakdown of costs, it was never clear what, if any, costings were attributed to providing a shell and first fixings for a possible future light rail system.
Consequently, it comes as no surprise to us to learn that all pretences of a tram operating on the new bridge have now been dropped.  That said, it is a source of huge disappoint-ment to have our worst fears about this issue confirmed.  The promise of light rail was a major contributor to achieving local ‘buy-in’ to the scheme.   It offered an optional sustainable mode of transport for crossing the river which does not currently exist.
HBC’s latest position is that, if a future case could be made for light rail, it could be accommodated on the Silver Jubilee Bridge (SJB) - a possibility that was never tabled or explored at the public inquiry.  Whilst there was and still is a proposal to reduce traffic capacity on the SJB if the Mersey Gateway bridge were built, it is worth pointing up that there would be a major problem in achieving access to and egress from it for light rail. 
The proposal to change the spacing of the bridge support stanchions is of major concern 
Halton B.C. is restricted by Articles 5 and 6 of the Transport & Works Act relating to the Mersey Gateway Bridge as to where the bridge support stanchions can be located.  In any new/ amended planning applications, HBC must clearly indicate the stanchion positions.
The scheme will not deliver value for money
Even if permissible modifications make it possible to achieve cost saving of several million pounds, it is highly unlikely the scheme will deliver value for money and be a viable proposition.  We refer HBC to the evidence presented on behalf of The Alliance by Prof. Alan Wenban-Smith at the public inquiry and also to the report ‘The Risks & Financing of the Mersey Gateway Bridge’ by economists Chris Castles and David Parish commissioned by NW TAR and the Campaign for Better Transport (CfBT) and presented to government in January this year.  (Ref. ‘Documents’ page, NW TAR website:  www.nwtar.org.uk).  
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The financial analytical work carried out on behalf of NW TAR was based on the figures presented by HBC to the public inquiry which in turn were based on all users of the two Halton crossings – the new one and the existing one – paying fees equivalent to those charged for the Mersey Tunnels.  No costs were ever put against the paper lodged by HBC during the inquiry which held out the option of there being special rates for local and/ or frequent users.  However, our expert advisers all concluded that if special rates were made available for local people and/ or frequent users, this would merely exacerbate an already flimsy and unattractive economic case.  According to HBC, 90% of the traffic is local and therefore providing special concessions would have a very major impact.  We also note that HBC only has government permission to use up to 10% of toll revenue for discount purposes.  This means that the Council tax payers of Halton will be taking the toll revenue risk.
In addition, we note that preparatory costs continue to rise and these will come out of the government’s £86m. allocation.  We also assume that some of the costs are likely to be revenue and not capital, which will affect HBC’s borrowing powers.  As experts have pointed out, this entire project already risked serious financial shortfalls based on traffic usage figures produced for HBC by Mott MacDonald.  However, since they were modelled, traffic growth has flattened out.  It is very likely that traffic flow projections are overly optimistic, especially for HGVs which are always going to seek alternative free crossings for preference.  
The official guesstimate for the total amount of displaced traffic as a result of having tolled bridges in Halton charging the same as the Mersey Tunnels is very low.  It is estimated that only 4,000 extra vehicles a day will avail themselves of free river and Ship Canal crossing facilities at Warrington and only 3,000 extra vehicles per day will use the (free) Barton Bridge over the river and canal on the M6.  This does not seem realistic.

This scheme is as unsustainable from a financial perspective as it potentially is from an environmental one.  In response to the question, we are unable to make any suggestions which would make the project better value for money.  It should simply be abandoned and the taxpayers of Halton should be freed from a possible economic nightmare.

3.
Do you have any comments on the design modifications proposed to meet the concerns 

of local residents living alongside the Central Expressway in Runcorn?
A.        The fact of the matter is that, even with the modifications proposed, traffic would still 
increase on the slip road next to Warrington Road, albeit by a modest amount.  This is not clear from the text used in the official consultation leaflet, although it can be seen from the bar chart.  However, charts are not understandable to a large part of the population.  Additionally, we are concerned that this claim is based on out-of-date modelling runs.  We also have another point to make.  If our understanding is correct, these particular modifications involve extra infrastructure work and therefore extra costs which were not part of the original scheme.  Whilst most of the proposed changes appear to be aimed at saving money, this one would add costs back in and therefore nullify some of the other savings.  If the Mersey Gateway Bridge is ever built, this particular modification is one which probably should go ahead because it appears to offer some small relief to some local residents, but – in making this comment – we are not endorsing the bigger scheme.  
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The Mersey Gateway road scheme per se will reduce the quality of life for Halton residents, not improve it.  It will increase overall traffic and greenhouse gas emissions, increase noise and light pollution and reduce air quality in many places and residents will have to pay to move about within their own borough.



Please add further information
A.   
The North West Transport Roundtable, along with Friends of the Earth and the Campaign 
for Better Transport, remain implacably opposed to the Mersey Gateway scheme.  
We believe that the economic case for the Mersey Gateway scheme, which was always a poor one, has become weaker.  
The residents of Halton are being placed in a position where they may find themselves having to foot the bill for poor political decision-making.  Whether or not they end up bailing out the entire scheme because it proves to be an economic disaster, they will be poorer for having to pay every time they cross the river- and they will not even have the compensatory knowledge that there would be any noticeable guaranteed new local jobs coming forward as a result.  
In addition to suffering financially, residents will suffer socially though greater severance - severance caused by increased traffic using access and egress roads and severance caused by social exclusion from the increased daily costs of simply moving about.  The latter point is a major issue in a borough which has so many socially deprived areas.
There are also the other, unquantified, environmental fall-outs from building a massive new road bridge across a vibrant estuary.  Nothing that was said or tabled at the public inquiry alleviated our concerns about the possible impacts on the eco-system from disturbing a century of industrial waste held in the river bed.  We also believe there is an increased potential for more flooding up-stream in Warrington if the support stanchions succeed in channelling the incoming tides to too great an extent.  The Alliance of NW TAR and FOE, at the public inquiry, pointed out that University College London (UCL) were unhappy with the rushed physical modelling work they were asked to undertake by HBC to establish the effects on the tides of the support stanchions.  UCL also cast doubt on the computational modelling that was carried out.  We therefore remain deeply worried about possible health hazards to people and to wildlife and are unconvinced that the RAMSAR site a little further downstream will not suffer to a greater or lesser extent.
In the end, this is no more than another out-dated road scheme but one dressed up as something much more because it involves the construction of a new bridge across a mighty estuary.  It will be a folly too far.  It should be stopped now before it is too late.
Thank you for offering this further opportunity to express our opinions on this scheme.

Yours sincerely,

LILLIAN BURNS
Convenor, North West Transport Roundtable 
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