
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PRESS RELEASE: Thursday 22nd July 2021 

Pressure mounts on Highways England as councils push back against 
bridge “vandalism” 

Council officials have told Highways England that it must seek retrospective planning 
permission after infilling a Victorian bridge which two heritage railways need for a connecting 
line between their operations. 

The structure at Great Musgrave in Cumbria is one of 134 disused bridges and tunnels that 
the state-owned roads company intends to infill or demolish over the next five years as part 
of a controversial asset management programme. 

In May, contractors started burying the Victorian bridge beneath hundreds of tonnes of 
aggregate and concrete, despite Eden District Council twice asking Highways England to stop 
the work whilst planning requirements were properly investigated. The company refused, 
claiming that infilling was urgently needed because the bridge deck might “fall suddenly”. 
Permitted Development powers were invoked that only apply in emergency situations. 

Campaigners pointed out that Highways England’s own inspection reports recorded only 
minor localised defects. The bridge presented “No significant risk” to public safety, with a 
“Low” likelihood of any problems occurring and “No action [was] required”, according to the 
company’s engineer. 

Infilling was completed in June, but the council has now stated that “Whilst the provisions [of 
the Permitted Development powers] allow initial works to be undertaken in connection with 
an emergency, where such works are intended to be retained, retrospective planning 
permission must be sought. Highways England have confirmed their intention to make such 
an application within 12 months of the commencement of the works, as required.” 

Mike Thompson, Project Manager for the Stainmore Railway Company, said: “For weeks now, 
Highways England has been misrepresenting our views - both in the press and to Ministers - 
on the basis of dialogue which never happened. Their dishonesty has been shocking. 

“We’re now delighted to learn that the Council has told them to retrospectively follow due 
democratic process so this unwarranted scheme can be scrutinised. We look forward - finally - 
to making our real views on the matter heard loud and clear.” 

Meanwhile, Highways England has backed down over the threatened infilling of a bridge in 
Dumfries & Galloway which spans an old railway being considered for reopening by the 
Scottish Government. 



 
 

 

In April 2020, the company told the local council that infilling the structure at Lochanhead 
near Dumfries “is considered necessary to prevent further deterioration and remove the risk 
of future collapse.” 

Local residents, councillors and members of a railway campaign group voiced their concerns 
to the local authority whose planners had authorised the work as “repair”. But, following an 
intervention from council officers, Highways England has withdrawn the threat of infilling. 

In an email, the company’s engineer said that “we can confirm that we are planning to repair 
the former overbridge - not infill it.  We have been in communication with the team carrying 
out the Strategic Transport Projects Review and are waiting for further information which will 
inform the nature of the repairs that we take forward.” 

Graeme Bickerdike, a member of The HRE Group - an alliance of engineers, sustainable 
transport advocates and greenway developers - said: “Whilst the apparent reprieve of 
Lochanhead bridge is very welcome, it serves only to demonstrate the deceit Highways 
England has been perpetuating for many months about its infilling programme.  

“There are no meaningful engineering, public safety or cost grounds for the damage being 
inflicted on 134 Victorian structures and we share the view of many civil engineers who have 
expressed embarrassment and shame at Highways England’s vandalism. The company is 
pursuing a destructive policy in its own narrow interests, without any consideration of the 
wider social, economic, environmental and heritage consequences. 

“These valuable historic assets should never have been placed in Highways England’s hands.” 

--ENDS-- 

 

Attachments 

GreatMusgraveBefore©TheHREGroup: Highways England recently infilled a bridge in Cumbria 
needed for a connection between two heritage railways. 

GreatMusgraveAfter©TheHREGroup: Foamed concrete oozes down hundreds of tonnes of 
tipped aggregate at Great Musgrave bridge. 

LochanheadBridge©TheHREGroup: This bridge at Lochanhead, on the route of the former 
Dumfries-Stranraer railway, has been reprieved despite Highways England telling the local 
council that “infilling the structure is considered necessary to prevent further deterioration 
and remove the risk of future collapse.” 

(Higher resolution versions of the above photographs are available on request) 

SupportingDocuments(PDF): Eden District Council’s briefing note to members and Highways 
England’s infilling notification letter to Dumfries & Galloway Council. 

 



 
 

 

To link to a video report about the campaign or embed it on your webpage: 

(Link) https://youtu.be/i_JUNXUPkFQ 

(Embed) <iframe width="560" height="315" 
src="https://www.youtube.com/embed/i_JUNXUPkFQ" title="YouTube video player" 
frameborder="0" allow="accelerometer; autoplay; clipboard-write; encrypted-media; 
gyroscope; picture-in-picture" allowfullscreen></iframe> 

 

Contact details 

Media enquiries: campaign@thehregroup.org 
Twitter: @theHREgroup 
Facebook: @theHREgroup 

 

Notes for editors 

The Historical Railways Estate (HRE) is owned by the Department for Transport (DfT) and 
managed on its behalf by Highways England (HE). HE is responsible for inspecting, 
maintaining and limiting the liability associated with around 3,100 disused railway bridges, 
abutments, tunnels, culverts and viaducts. 

Although transport policy is largely a matter for the devolved administrations, around 19% of 
the HRE structures are in Scotland and 11% in Wales. These remain under HE’s management. 

Highways England operates under a Protocol Agreement with the Department for Transport 
which sets out its obligations in relation to the safety, inspection, maintenance, disposal of 
the structures, the maximisation of rental income and reduction of risk. Its remit was formerly 
fulfilled by BRB (Residuary) until its abolition on 30th September 2013. 

In 2020, Highways England awarded framework contracts to six companies for works on HRE 
structures valued at £254M over seven years. It also agreed a professional services contract 
with Jacobs, worth £31.9M over ten years, and two contracts for inspections/examinations 
with a value of £18M over ten years. 

The 134 structures currently at risk of demolition or infilling are located in East Anglia (12), 
East Midlands (4), London and the Home Counties (8), Northern England (16), Northern 
Scotland (8), North-West England (3), South-East England (11), Central/Southern Scotland 
(19), South-West England (24), Wales (5), West Midlands (16) and Yorkshire & Lincolnshire (8). 

A map showing their locations is available via this link… 

https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/edit?mid=1_9GtFIDW-QuYPvp8vBcSUD4gH9cOMdZt 



 
 

 

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

The following local authorities have told Highways England that planning permission is 
required for their infilling schemes: Aberdeenshire, Angus, Cheshire West & Chester, Essex, 
Glasgow, Gloucestershire, Herefordshire, Hertfordshire, Leicestershire, North Ayrshire, North 
Yorkshire, Northumberland, Perth & Kinross, Powys, Shropshire and Stratford-upon-Avon. 
Others have raised objections or imposed specific constraints. 


