
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PRESS RELEASE: Wednesday 9 October 2024 

Unlawful bridge scheme gets retrospective approval 

National Highways has been granted planning permission for the infilling of a historic railway 
bridge in North Yorkshire, carried out under permitted development rights which it misapplied. 

The masonry arch on Rudgate near Tadcaster formed part of the Historical Railways Estate, a 
collection of 3,100 legacy structures managed by the state-owned roads company. Dating 
from the 1840s, regarded as the pioneering first phase of railway construction, the bridge was 
infilled in spring 2021 at a cost of £133K, shortly before the Government intervened to stop a 
programme of more than a hundred similar schemes because of concerns over its negative 
social impacts. 

The bridge was not listed, but according to guidance from Historic England, “When it comes 
to purpose-built railway structures, most pre-1850 buildings will often be of international 
significance as being among the earliest railway structures in the world, and even partial 
survivals need to be assessed carefully.” 

National Highways exploited rights known as ‘Class Q’ which allowed it to carry out the works 
without public comment or scrutiny from statutory consultees. The rights only apply to 
temporary works in emergency situations, but the infilling was always intended to be 
permanent and there were no meaningful safety concerns about the structure. The firm’s 
contractor also felled several protected trees without authority. 

The most recent condition report prior to infilling recorded Rudgate Bridge as being in Fair 
condition, with minor defects typical of those found on many brick or stone arches. The 
Examiner’s only recommendation was to repair a nearby fence. 

The bridge had an assessed capacity of 32 tonnes. The narrow country lane passing over it 
was prohibited to vehicles of more than 3 tons unladen, although it was used by some 
heavier vehicles, including agricultural machinery. 

North Yorkshire Council asked National Highways to submit a retrospective planning 
application after the company retained the infill for more than 12 months without its written 
consent. After six months considering the matter, the Council has granted retrospective 
planning permission following consideration and approval by its Planning Committee. 

The Officer’s Report said that the Council had no evidence that there was “an alternative 
approach that could have been taken that would have secured this benefit of long-term 
stabilisation of the structure.” However, the ‘long-term stabilisation’ of thousands of masonry 
arch bridges across the UK is routinely secured by modest, cheap, simple and sympathetic 
repairs. 



 
 

 

Graeme Bickerdike, a member of The HRE Group of engineers, heritage campaigners and 
active travel advocates, said: “It’s disappointing to see more of the country’s railway legacy 
lost in these circumstances. National Highways’ actions were unjustified, destructive and 
unlawful, both in terms of misusing Permitted Development rights and cutting down 
protected trees. 

“This sorry saga is indicative of how little value the company places on the historic assets in its 
care. Fine words in press releases cannot mask the troubling culture demonstrated by its 
actions, both at Rudgate Bridge and elsewhere, including the infilling of bridges needed for 
future sustainable transport projects. 

“Whilst there are now safeguards in place which should ensure that no schemes are forced 
through like this again, the fact that this one has now been officially sanctioned does not sit 
comfortably. Public bodies should set an example for the rest of us to follow. National 
Highways behaved disreputably at Rudgate Bridge, but has got away with it.” 

--ENDS-- 

 
Attachments 

RudgateArchive©TransportTreasury: An archive photograph showing a train passing beneath 
Rudgate bridge in 1957. (Credit: The Transport Treasury Ltd (MM292)) 

RudgateBefore©RobertMatley: Rudgate bridge was built in the 1840s and spanned a railway 
which has been partly converted into a cycle path. (Credit: Robert Matley) 

RudgateAfter©TheHREGroup: Hundreds of tonnes of aggregate and concrete were used to 
bury Rudgate bridge in March and April 2021. (Credit: The HRE Group) 

RudgateSign©TheHREGroup: The structure carried a narrow lane which is prohibited to 
vehicles of more than 3 tonnes unladen. (Credit: The HRE Group) 

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

SupportingDocumentsRUD (PDF): NH spreadsheet of infilling costs (relevant extract); Historic 
England’s Infrastructure: Transport Listing Selection Guide (relevant extracts); Class Q; Class Q 
permitted development notification letter; 2018 Inspection report (relevant extracts); 
Capacity Assessment (relevant extract); Council officer’s report 

Documentation submitted for the planning application can be downloaded via this link… 

https://publicaccess1.selby.gov.uk/PublicAccess_LIVE/SearchResult/RunThirdPartySearch?File
SystemId=PL&FOLDER1_REF=ZG2024/0183/FUL 

 

Contact details 

https://publicaccess1.selby.gov.uk/PublicAccess_LIVE/SearchResult/RunThirdPartySearch?FileSystemId=PL&FOLDER1_REF=ZG2024/0183/FUL
https://publicaccess1.selby.gov.uk/PublicAccess_LIVE/SearchResult/RunThirdPartySearch?FileSystemId=PL&FOLDER1_REF=ZG2024/0183/FUL


 
 

 

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

 

Notes for editors 

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 Historical Railways Estate (HRE) is owned by the Department for Transport (DfT) and 
managed on its behalf by National Highways (NH). NH 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 NH’s management. 

National Highways 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 30 September 2013. 

Since assuming responsibility for the HRE, NH has infilled 51 bridges at a cost of £8.01M. 
Queensbury Tunnel in West Yorkshire was infilled below two shafts, and strengthened at 
other locations, at a cost of £7.2M. 

A map showing the location of the infilled bridges, together with the cost of each scheme, is 
available via this link… 

https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/1/edit?mid=1owQSnow1Yj5taYxkzBybTFvnHyxlwWc 

In January 2021, it was revealed that 134 structures were at risk of demolition or infilling. 
These were 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). 

National Highways intended to progress most of the schemes under permitted development 
rights, but the following local authorities told the company that planning permission is 
required for bridge 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. 

https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/1/edit?mid=1owQSnow1Yj5taYxkzBybTFvnHyxlwWc


 
 

 

The programme was paused by the government in July 2021 due to concerns over its impact 
on the future development of active travel routes.  

National Highways now claims that the threat of infill or demolition has been lifted from all 
the under-threat structures and any future proposed schemes will be the subject of review 
and consultation with its Stakeholder Advisory Forum, established in October 2021. 


