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The HRE Group

Justin Madders MP: Minister for Roads
(by email:

19 August 2026

Dear Mr Madders
Damaging infill schemes at historic railway bridges

We are writing to set out our concerns about the proposed infilling of two historic railway
bridges by National Highways (NH), as well as the negative financial, social and community
impacts that would accrue if the schemes are allowed to go ahead.

The structures form part of the Historical Railways Estate (HRE), managed by NH on the
Department for Transport’s behalf. Details of the issues affecting the bridges are annexed to
this letter and an appendix of supporting evidence is also provided.

Station Road Bridge at Braughing in Hertfordshire (Annex A) is currently a threat to public
safety as a result of longstanding failings by NH. The bridge forms part of a group of historic
railways assets with the restored and preserved station on its north side, a site valued by the
local community.

There is no evidence that NH has meaningfully considered any repair options for the bridge
which would likely achieve the same benefits at a cost and timescale similar to infilling, but
with significantly less harm to the heritage asset. We have recommended actions you could
consider to address these issues.

Church Lane Bridge at Stow Maries in Essex (Annex B) spans a nature reserve and is used by
bats and great crested newts for roosting. These roosts would be destroyed by the infilling
scheme, together with around 320m? of sensitive woodland habitat. The bridge is valued as a
striking Victorian landscape feature by local residents, some of whom pass under it daily via a
bridleway which, as a result of the proposed scheme, would instead be accommodated in a
utilitarian corrugated steel tunnel.

There is no evidence that the bridge presents any meaningful threat to public safety; nor does
it appear that NH has meaningfully considered any repair options for the bridge. Given the
nature of the associated defects, NH’s failure to develop a ‘do minimum’ repair option could
result in the taxpayer having to bear substantial and unnecessary costs.
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Responsibility for the HRE was passed to NH in 2013. Subsequent evidence demonstrates that
it regards infilling as an easy asset management approach for structures that present
challenges. However, decision-making in these two cases has lacked proper consideration of
broader financial and social impacts.

Crucially, NH’s unwillingness to include pragmatic ‘do minimum’ repairs when optioneering,
its failure to act on supply chain recommendations to safequard assets and the shortcomings
- and possible future consequences - of the specific form of infilling adopted by NH should be
a cause of serious concern to Ministers and the taxpayer.

We look forward to working with you to save public money and seek better outcomes for
local communities. Given the prevailing circumstances, a response would be appreciated at
your earliest convenience.

Yours sincerely

Graeme Bickerdike
on behalf of The HRE Group

The HRE Group is an alliance of walking, cycling and heritage campaigners, engineers
and greenway developers who regard the Historical Railways Estate’s 3,000+ structures
to be strategically valuable in the context of future rail and active travel provision.

Copied to

Ruth Cadbury MP: Chair, House of Commons Transport Committee
Lord Gascoigne: Chair, Built Environment Committee

Lord Faulkner of Worcester

Alan Haywood FREng CEng FICE FIStructE

Buntingford Railway & Local History Society

Braughing Parish Council

I O\n<', Braughing Station

Bridges & Structures team, Hertfordshire County Council

Chris Hinchliff MP: North-East Hertfordshire

Dr Hamish Harvey: Director, Bill Harvey Associates

Community campaign leader, Stow Maries

Stow Maries Parish Council

Planning team, Maldon District Council

Principal Conservation & Heritage Officer, Maldon District Council
Licensing team, Natural England

Rt Hon Sir John Whittingdale MP: Maldon

SAVE Britain’s Heritage

Panel for Historical Engineering Works, Institution of Civil Engineers
I \:tional Programmes Director (Operations), National Highways

I -ichard Buxton Solicitors

page 2



Annex A: SMB/2062 Station Road Bridge, Braughing, Hertfordshire
Overview

Station Road Bridge dates from 1920 and carries the B1368 road over the former trackbed of
the Buntingford railway which closed in 1965. It forms part of a group of heritage assets with
the restored and preserved station on its north side,’ a site that is valued by the community
and visited by groups from a nearby school. The proposed infilling scheme is opposed by the
local history society and more than 1,800 signatories to an online and physical petition.

A technical review of the bridge’s condition, asset management evidence and a viable repair
scheme is appended to this letter.? It has been prepared on our behalf by Alan Haywood
FREng CEng FICE FIStructE, a fellow of the Royal Academy of Engineering and a highly-
experienced bridge designer/engineer.

A summary of recent asset management history is provided below.

In c2008, British Railways Board (Residuary), custodians of the bridge until its abolition in
2013, painted the exposed parts of the six main girders in an attempt to arrest advancing
corrosion. However, the metalwork was not appropriately prepared and the paint
progressively failed such that the corrosion continued unchecked.

In 2020, NH sought permission from East Hertfordshire District Council (EHDC) to infill the
bridge under permitted development rights, claiming that it was in “poor condition with a
reduced load carrying capacity” and “infilling the structure is considered necessary to prevent
further deterioration and remove the risk of future collapse.”?

In response, EHDC told NH that full planning permission would be required. No application
was subsequently submitted and the scheme was not pursued at that time.*

In 2022, a Detailed Examination recorded “severe corrosion/lamination” to the bridge’s two
edge girders and recommended that NH should “undertake repair works to widespread areas
of heavily corroded/de-laminated metal” and “repaint throughout”. This intervention was
given a priority of “P1” which required “action within the next 12 months or sooner”. No
repairs have subsequently been undertaken.’

In May 2025, an assessment found that the south edge girder does not have the capacity to
sustain any form of traffic loading and not even to support itself under the weight of the
parapet. Thus, it has no factor of safety against collapse. The assessment recommended that
“a road restraint barrier be installed, as soon as is practical”.® This intervention was actioned in
February 2026, but would not prevent failure of the edge girder which remains in danger of
imminent collapse.

! See photos, Appendix p2

2 See technical appraisal, Appendix p4

3 See NH letter to EHDC, Appendix p8

4 See EHDC letter to NH, Appendix p12

5> See DE report, 2022 (extract), Appendix p15

5 See CS454 report, 2025 (extract), Appendix p26
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The same capacity assessment found that the north edge girder - which is now being loaded
by all traffic crossing the structure - “displayed a similar pattern of section loss to that seen in
the south edge girder” and “may become ineffective” if its condition deteriorated. It was
recommended that “the edge girders should be monitored”.* No monitoring has
subsequently been installed and there has been no increase in the frequency of routine
(@annual) inspections.

In September 2025, Hertfordshire County Council (HCC), the local highways authority, called
for verification of the extent of corrosion by an updated inspection. In October 2025, HCC told
NH that “From a public disruption and safety point of view, propping would be much
preferred by the Council”.” No propping has subsequently been installed, NH having resisted
the proposal, largely on cost grounds.

The condition of the bridge is now critical.

Commentary

A senior manager from the Bridges & Structures team at HCC argues that NH has “failed to
maintain the bridge” and “allowed [it] to deteriorate”.? This has created the opportunity for
NH to advocate and pursue its preferred, longstanding aspiration of infilling.

NH has now sought your consent to infill the bridge and submit a planning application.

It should be noted that the National Planning Policy Framework states that the deteriorated
condition of a heritage asset should not be taken into account when determining a planning
application if the asset has been subject to “deliberate neglect”®, as this bridge clearly has. NH
has stood back and watched while the integrity of the structure has become critical, ignoring
recommendations from examiners/consultants and the views of stakeholders.

Further, it should be noted that case law establishes that the differential cost of infilling
against that of repair/maintenance is not a valid planning consideration.™

Both edge girders are now beyond repair and, given the doubts over their viability, it is not
clear why - as a minimum - they are not being monitored. It is the view of Mr Haywood that
“urgent measures should have been taken to support the edge girders against imminent
failure”. No such intervention has been implemented.

We believe the safety of road users is being compromised by NH's failure to take effective and
timely action, and we have reported our concerns via CROSS-UK, a reporting system operated
by the Institution of Structural Engineers and the Institution of Civil Engineers.

Infilling will not resolve the problem with the edge girders. They will remain susceptible to
shear failure or crushing, resulting in the potential collapse of the parapets.

7 See HCC email, Appendix p40

8 See HCC email, Appendix p41

° §202 of the National Planning Policy Framework 2023

19§76 of the Planning Inspectorate Appeal Ref APP/V2635/C/24/3336603 (Land at Saint Andrew’s Lane, Congham, Norfolk)
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NH has estimated the cost of infilling at £510K, with repair estimated at £600K. No details
were provided as to the scope of this repair scheme and the validity of the figure is therefore
not accepted.” There is no evidence that NH has considered replacing the edge girders or
meaningfully considered any other repair option.

It should be noted that the 2022 Detailed Examination recorded the substructure of the
bridge to be in Fair condition.?

We would expect design and delivery of an appropriate repair scheme to be comparable with
infilling in terms of cost and timescales.

There is no evidence that NH has given any meaningful consideration to the adverse heritage
impacts associated with infilling. The Lens Review provided to members of NH’s Stakeholder
Advisory Forum (SAF) did not even mention the presence of the restored and preserved
station on the bridge’s north side.

As the responsible Minister, we ask that you:

reject National Highways' request for permission to infill Station Road Bridge

e instruct National Highways to install monitoring of both edge girders

e instruct National Highways to progress the design of a propping scheme

¢ instruct National Highways to investigate the viability of the repair scheme proposed by
Mr Haywood or a suitable alternative.

" See NH Lens Review, Appendix p42
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Annex B: WFM/836, Church Lane Bridge, Stow Maries, Essex
Overview

Church Lane Bridge dates from 1886 and carries a minor road over the former trackbed of the
Woodham Ferrers to Maldon railway which closed in 1953. It is located within a nature reserve
and is appreciated as a striking Victorian landscape feature by residents, some of whom
interact with it daily through use of the bridleway which passes under the central span, one of
three.'? Local contacts assert that the proposed infilling scheme is opposed by many villagers
in Stow Maries and by the Parish Council (PC).

Ecological studies have determined that infilling would destroy roosts used by bats and great
crested newts. As a result of this harm, the scheme requires licensing by Natural England.
Around 320m? of woodland would have to be removed/felled to accommodate the
estimated 2,000 tonnes of stone and concrete in which the bridge would be buried.

A planning application for the infilling scheme was submitted to Maldon District Council
(MDCQ) in October 2025. Permission was granted' without apparent consideration of a late
objection submitted by our group and our solicitor has written to MDC contending that the
decision is unlawful on three discrete grounds.

There is no evidence that Essex Wildlife Trust, which manages the nature reserve, or Natural
England were consulted on the application.

MDC's Principal Conservation & Heritage Officer made clear that “the bridge’s architectural
interest would be severely diminished” by infilling, with the scheme causing “a high level of
harm to a non-designated heritage asset of low heritage significance”."

To retain access for the bridleway, a utilitarian corrugated steel tunnel would be provided
through the infill material.’® The vertical clearance of this structure does not meet the
recommendations of the British Horse Society’s (HBS) Advice for access and rights of way. Due
to its curvature, it only meets the minimum headroom specified in Active Travel England’s
(ATE) Rural Design Guide over a restricted width of 2.1 metres."’

There is no evidence that MDC reviewed the access tunnel design against this guidance and
there is no evidence that HBS or ATE were consulted on the application.

Stow Maries PC decided to object to the planning application due to heritage concerns raised
by residents,'® but it failed to make any submission due to an administrative oversight.

12 See photos, Appendix p53

13 See Ecological Assessment (extract), Appendix p54

* See MDC Decision Notice, Appendix p63

1> See Conservation & Heritage response, Appendix p68
16 See photos, Appendix p70

17 See tunnel drawing, Appendix p71

'8 See Minutes of 27/10/25 PC meeting, Appendix p72
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A technical review of the bridge’s condition, capacity and associated risks is appended to this
letter.” It has been prepared on our behalf by Dr Hamish Harvey, Director of Bill Harvey
Associates, a firm of masonry arch bridge specialists.

A summary of recent asset management history is provided below.

Evidence in the form of dated ‘telltales’ indicate that the bridge has been subject to movement
and fracturing since 1981 or before. Three transverse fractures are currently recorded in the
south span and two (one ‘hairline’) in the north span. A number of additional brickwork
defects exist, including a large crack between the north-east wingwall and pilaster.?’ These
defects negatively affect public confidence and are a source of risk.

The bridge was last assessed in 2000 and found to have sufficient capacity for 40T vehicles.?'

In November 2024, NH presented three substantive options for future management of the
bridge to members of its Stakeholder Advisory Forum - replacement, with an estimated cost
of £1M; repair, with an estimated cost of £800K; infilling (euphemistically referred to as “span
reduction”), with an estimated cost of £500K.?

An emergency closure of Church Lane was implemented following an inspection of the
bridge in January 2025 which apparently recorded further movement and cracking. In its
Planning Application Form, NH asserted that the closure was secured “to prevent overloading
leading to collapse”.?

Commentary

It should be stated at the outset that there is no evidence that the “collapse” of Church Lane
Bridge is, or was ever, is a realistic possibility. Masonry arch bridges are structurally flexible
and can accommodate some foundation displacement - the likely cause of the defects -
without failing. Collapse is extremely rare unless the structure is subject to abnormal loading,
such as lateral flows of floodwater. Many masonry arch bridges on the operational railway
network remain in reasonable condition and daily use despite 100+ years of loading by
wagons that would far exceed the weight limits permitted on the UK'’s road network.

NH habitually exaggerates risk, as was demonstrated in the case of Great Musgrave Bridge in
Cumbria. This masonry arch bridge was infilled unlawfully under emergency permitted
development rights in 2021 after Eden District Council (EDC) asked the company to pause its
works pending a review of the necessary planning requirements.

19 See technical appraisal, Appendix p76

2 See photos, Appendix p98

21 See BD21 report, 2000 (extract), Appendix p100
22 See NH Lens Review, Appendix p101

3 See application form (extract), Appendix p110
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The responsible NH engineer claimed that “the bridge was being overloaded and that works
were required to prevent the failure of the bridge and avert a collapse.”* However, it was
later calculated that the bridge had an effective capacity of 137 tonnes.?

There is no compelling reason to infill Church Lane Bridge on safety or engineering grounds.
It is a choice made by NH based on perceived long-term cost savings. However, we invite you
to consider the validity of that choice from the perspective of the taxpayer.

In its Lens Review to the SAF, NH estimated the cost of infilling at £500K. “Repair” was
estimated at £800K, but the scope of these works was not specified and no further details
were provided when requested.?? There is no evidence that NH ever meaningfully considered
any repair option for the bridge and it is not clear how a cost estimate could be developed
without prior investigations to understand the cause of the movement affecting the structure.

Crucially, no ‘do minimum’ option was presented whereby the recorded defects would simply
be subject to routine repairs. In general terms, such an approach is legitimate, pragmatic and
increasingly necessary due to the financial constraints affecting most public bodies. It would
not address the underlying causes of the movement and can therefore be regarded as
suboptimal, but if viable, it would allow the road over the bridge to be safely reopened (if
indeed it ever needed to be closed).

In all likelihood, a ‘do minimum’ approach would require future maintenance interventions.
Using Treasury Green Book discounting rules, the £500K infilling budget is equivalent to the
present value of an annual spend of £4K on inspections/assessments and £105K on a repair
programme every ten years for a period of 120 years.?® There is no evidence that repairs
would be needed at such a frequency.

The omission of a ‘do minimum’ option is significant and not in the taxpayer’s interest. It
should be noted that NH never provides a ‘do minimum’ option for SAF members to consider
when reviewing proposals for structures that could require major intervention.

In considering the most appropriate way forward in this case, cost needs to be balanced
against the significant heritage and ecological harms that would result from infilling the
bridge, as well as negative community impacts.

As the responsible Minister, we ask that you:

e instruct National Highways to pause its infilling of Church Lane Bridge, currently
scheduled to start in November

e instruct National Highways to scope and cost a ‘do minimum’ repair option

¢ instruct National Highways to reconsider its asset management approach for the bridge
based on a holistic appraisal of the available options and further consultation with the SAF

¢ instruct National Highways to ensure that an appropriate ‘do minimum’ option is always
provided to SAF members when considering major works to a structure.

24 See NH email, Appendix p112

% See CS454 report, 2023 (extract), Appendix p113: note that the stated Minimum Adequacy Factor of 3.43 is equivalent to an effective
capacity of 137 tonnes (3.43 x 40T CS454 pass).

% See table of calculations, Appendix p118
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Annex C: other considerations

In their papers, Mr Haywood and Dr Harvey both observe that infilling is a poor engineering
approach and has the potential to cause new problems, such as damage to the road surface.
Settlement of foamed concrete infill can be such that the existing bridge remains the
principal load-bearing structure, but any deterioration or imminent failure cannot be
detected as it is no longer possible to undertake inspections.

It is not clear why the form of infilling adopted by NH has become the preferred option in
many cases. We suggest that you seek an independent view from an appropriate engineering
consultant to establish whether there can be confidence that the residual risks associated
with bridges infilled by NH will remain appropriately managed in the long term.

We are aware of five HRE bridges? that are currently closed or subject to traffic restrictions as

a result of structural concerns, resulting in negative economic and social impacts. Consultants
should also be asked to consider whether embedded asset management shortcomings or an

excessively risk-averse culture are causal factors.

7 Closed: WFM/836 (Church Lane Bridge, Stow Maries), HTS/82 (Moss Lane Bridge, nr Formby). Restricted: SMB/2062 (Station Road Bridge,
Braughing), CCT/23 (Bolton Road Bridge, Abbey Village), MKT/461 (Baddington Lane Bridge, Nantwich).
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