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1.0
Introduction
1.1
In line with the Department for Regional Development’s principal policy and strategy documents the Department for Regional Development’s Roads Service proposes to provide a bypass around Magherafelt town, from the existing A31 at Moneymore Road to the A31/A6 Castledawson Roundabout, the length of which will be approximately 5.9km.  
1.2
The proposed bypass route will be a combination of 2+1 and wide single all purpose carriageway and will include the provision of three new roundabouts at the Moneymore Road, Ballyronan Road and Aughrim Road. 
2.0
The Existing Situation
2.1
The existing A31 (Trunk Road T8) is a single carriageway trunk road with one lane in each direction.  It runs from the A6 at Castledawson Roundabout in a south-westerly direction, passing through the town centre of Magherafelt, to meet the A29 at Moneymore.  Within Magherafelt town there are four roundabouts, three of which are mini-roundabouts, together with several side roads and numerous vehicular access points.  Along the main trunk road through the town, on-street parking is permitted on Castledawson Road, Church Street and Broad Street.  

2.2
The main arterial routes converging in the town clockwise from the north include the:

· A31 -  Castledawson Road;
· C560 – Aughrim Road;
· B160 – Ballyronan Road;
· A31 - Moneymore Road; 

· B40 – Desertmartin Road; 

· B42 – Tobermore Road.
2.3
There are a number of strategic roads in the vicinity of Magherafelt, including the A6, the A29 and the A31.  The A31 travels directly through Magherafelt town centre and carries the major regional traffic flow generated on the west side of Lough Neagh, on a north-south route, with an average daily traffic flow of approximately 17,500 vehicles per day (vpd) as recorded at Church Street. This has led to increased delays and congestion being experienced through Magherafelt town, over the last decade in particular. The capacity of the A31 within Magherafelt town is severely restricted by the above mentioned roundabouts, side roads and on-street parking, causing congestion along the route, particularly in the weekday AM and PM peak periods.  This is further compounded by a combination of through and school run traffic competing for road space within the town centre.  Many other roads in the town centre also experience considerable congestion, including Rainey Street with an average daily traffic flow of approximately 12,000 vpd and Ballyronan Road with an average daily traffic flow of approximately 10,000 vpd. The Ballyronan and Aughrim Roads are also used to provide a gateway to the east of the province, linking with the B18 on the shores of Lough Neagh.

2.4
Anecdotal evidence suggests that a considerable volume of through traffic manages to avoid the congestion in the town, either bypassing the town centre using a combination of side roads within the town, or using the B18 from Toome via Ballyronan to Moneymore and vice versa.

2.5
The local Magherafelt road network was surveyed extensively using various types of traffic counts, the results of which were analysed and it was found that the AM peak hour for the whole network occurs from 08:15 – 09:15, and the PM peak hour lies between 17:00 and 18:00. 
3.0
Background and Project History
3.1
Proposals for the A31 Magherafelt Bypass were first included in the 1976-1996 Magherafelt Area Plan. The proposed route was accepted subject to landscaping and provision of a safe means of access to the Ballyronan Playing Fields. A section of this route, Meadowbank Road, was constructed approximately 20 years ago by a private developer in order to facilitate housing. However, primarily due to funding constraints over the years, the route was never progressed further. 

3.2
In May 2006, Roads Service commissioned engineering consultants Mouchel to progress the Magherafelt Bypass scheme from feasibility and identification of potential route corridors, through identification of Preferred Options, preparation of Specimen Design and facilitation of the Statutory Order process.
3.3
An Inception Report on the scheme was produced in June 2006, confirming the commission and outlining the proposed methodology, resources and assessments required.  
3.4
A Stage 1 Scheme Assessment Report (Constraints Study) was produced in February 2007. This included consideration of existing engineering conditions, alternative corridor options, buildability issues, an engineering and environmental assessment and an assessment of existing traffic conditions. The report confirmed that a bypass to the east of the town would best serve the needs of the town when assessed against the relevant criteria. 
3.5
The Stage 2 Assessment began with a preliminary appraisal of five viable routes (Blue, Green, Red, Purple and Pink). This was narrowed down to three following an internal workshop study carried out in September 2007. At this workshop constraints within the study area and their impact on each of the routes were presented.  The constraints identified were presented under the topics detailed within DMRB: TD37/93 Volume 5 Section 1 Part 2 ‘Scheme Assessment Reporting’, namely Engineering, Traffic and Economics and Environment.  The workshop and subsequent report concluded the Blue, Purple and Pink Routes would be assessed in greater detail within the Stage 2 Assessment.
3.6
Following assessments in terms of road geometry, buildability, safety, cost, environmental impact, value for money, accessibility and integration the Stage 2 Scheme Assessment Report (Route Options Report) recommended that the Pink Route with an alternative connection to the Moneymore Road south of the Ballymoghan Road, be taken forward as the Preferred Option. The preferred route was chosen due to its relative lesser impact on the local community, lesser impact on the environment and better value for money. 
3.7
The Preferred Option identified by the above procedure was presented to the Roads Service Board in February 2008 and the Regional Development Committee approved the making of the Direction Order in April 2008.
3.8
The Preferred Option was then put forward for more detailed consideration under the Stage 3 Assessment, with the resulting report published in February 2009.  A cost benefit analysis included in this report indicated a high positive return, confirming it is a viable option. The present cost estimate for the scheme is £36 million and the cost to benefit ratio is estimated to be in excess of 12.
4.0 
Public Consultation
4.1
Roads Service held two key formal consultation events with the general public. The first of these was held in the Bridewell, Magherafelt on 24 October 2007, when the blue, purple and pink route corridors were presented.  

4.2
The primary aims of the public consultation event of 24 October 2007 were to ensure an open and transparent process and receive valuable feedback from all interested parties, in particular those with an interest in lands affected by any of the 3 options. With this is mind, all those residing within the study area for the scheme at that time were sent invitations to the event by Royal Mail.  There was also a formal Notice placed in the local press, supplemented with articles by the local editors, thereby giving the event considerable press coverage.  Additionally, a local radio station broadcast bulletins to help raise awareness of the event.  Information brochures and questionnaires were made available to all those attending.
4.3
On the day of the above event a record of attendance by landowners in person was compiled while those directly affected landowners not in attendance were subsequently forwarded an information brochure and questionnaire by post. All the information gathered from this process fed into further detailed assessment of the remaining 3 options. 

4.4
The emerging preferred route was then presented at a public exhibition event on 9 January 2008, again at the Bridewell, Magherafelt. This event was publicised in a similar manner to that of October 2007.  Brochures and questionnaires were again made available to help inform and encourage feedback from the public.  The primary aims of this event were to inform the public of the emerging preferred route; convey issues relating to engineering and environmental constraints; and inform landowners affected by the line of the preferred route of possible affects on their land and property. The next stages in development of the project were also set out in the display information. 

4.5
At this exhibition proposals were presented in a user friendly format with aerial photography and a Geographical Information System (GIS) flythrough video, supplemented with narrative of the process.  The same information was generally contained in an information brochure.

4.6
Meetings were subsequently held with all those directly affected by the preferred route alignment in an effort to further inform landowners, understand their concerns and help minimise residual impact on access arrangements and farming activities.   
4.7
In addition, throughout the process outlined above, both Mouchel and Roads Service staff have been readily available to attend meetings with interested parties, and on request have set out the proposed land-take for affected landowners to enable them to better understand the likely impact of the Preferred Route.

4.8
This public consultation process was in addition to the statutory consultation process associated with the publication of the Orders and Environmental Statement for the project, as detailed in the next Section. 
5.0
Statutory Procedures
5.1
Environmental Statement 

5.1.1
The Roads (Environmental Impact Assessment) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2007 set out the statutory requirements for assessment of environmental impacts of road schemes. The Regulations require the Department to determine using the Annexes within EC Council Directive 85/337/EEC on the assessment of the effects of certain public and private projects on the environment, as amended by EC Council Directive No. 97/11/EC and Directive No. 2003/35/EC of the European Parliament and Council, whether or not a relevant project should be made subject to an Environmental Impact Assessment, and to publish this determination. The Department determined that the Project fell within Annex ll of Directive 85/337/EEC and that an Environmental Statement should be prepared. 

5.1.2
The environmental impact assessment was carried out and an Environmental Statement (ES) prepared by Consultants, Mouchel in accordance with Article 67 of the Roads (Northern Ireland) Order 1993 and the relevant EC Council Directives. The ES was published on 5 June 2008 with the statutory consultation period extending to 25 July 2008. Subsequent addenda, to take account of additional survey information were published on 18 September 2008 and 15 January 2009, with statutory periods for comment extending to 31 October 2008 and 27 February 2009 respectively. The ES and addenda present the findings of an environmental assessment of the scheme and describe the measures proposed to mitigate impact on the natural and built environment.
5.2
Notice of Intention to Make a Direction Order

5.2.1
As the A31 is a trunk route, a Direction Order is required in accordance with the Roads (Northern Ireland) Order 1993 for new sections of the route. For this purpose, a draft Order has been prepared and published (hereinafter described as the “Direction Order”) and will be the subject of consideration at this Public Inquiry.
5.2.2
The Direction Order also makes provision for the abandonment of a section of road and for the stopping-up of a further length of carriageway to vehicular traffic only. 

5.2.3
The Direction Order sets out, in detail, the following:

· Designation of the new route as a Trunk Road;
· The abandonment of a section of U5147 Killyfaddy Road;
· The stopping-up of sections of road to road traffic where the new route crosses or realignments are proposed; and

· The stopping-up to vehicular traffic of the U5132 Killyneese Road.
5.2.4
Signs were posted on the roads named in the Notice where an abandonment or stopping-up is proposed to help inform local residents.

5.3
Notice of Intention to Make a Vesting Order

5.3.1
The Notice of Intention to Make a Vesting Order (hereinafter described as “Vesting Order”) includes provision for acquisition of those lands and interests considered by the Department to be necessary for construction of the scheme to:

· Construct the new route and alterations to side roads;
· Allow for alterations to water courses;
· Allow for space to construct associated bridges and culverts; 

· Provide access to severed land and property; and,

· Provide for access to lands and property where the present access will be severed by the new route.

5.4
Publication of Notices
5.4.1
In accordance with the Roads (Northern Ireland) Order 1993 and the Local Government Act (Northern Ireland) 1972, the Department placed the Notices relating to the Environmental Statement, Intention to make a Direction Order and Intention to make a Vesting Order in the following newspapers weeks ending 6 and 13 June 2008. 
· Belfast Gazette

· Mid Ulster Mail
· Mid Ulster Observer
· Northern Constitution

(Note: the notices were initially published in week ending 16 May, however owing to an administrative oversight, the requisite second and consecutive publication was omitted necessitating the re-publishing of the notices)
5.4.2
The Department subsequently placed Notices of Addenda to the Environmental Statement in the above newspapers week ending 19 September 2008 and 16 January 2009.
5.4.3
Copies of the Environmental Statement, Direction Order, Vesting Order and addenda to the Environmental Statement were made available at the following locations for inspection:

· Roads Service Headquarters, Room 2-01, Clarence Court, 10-18 Adelaide Street, Belfast BT2 8GB

· Roads Service - Western Division, County Hall, Drumragh Avenue, Omagh BT79 7AF 

· Magherafelt Distict Council, Council Offices, 50 Ballyronan Road, Magherafelt BT45 6EN
· Roads Service Maintenance Section Office,  30 Station Road, Magherafelt BT45 5DN

These documents were also served on Magherafelt District Council and circulated to 40 statutory consultees seeking their comments on the proposals.

5.5
Comments and Objections

5.5.1
In relation to the Environmental Statement and addenda, 16 statutory consultee responses were received, 5 of which required a formal response. In relation to the Notice of Intention to make a Direction Order, 2 statutory consultee responses were received, none of which required a formal response. 

5.5.2
15 objections were received during the statutory objection/comment period to the initial publication of the Notices.  No objections/comments were received in response to the publication of the Notices for the addenda to the Environmental Statement
5.5.3
Owing to the number and nature of the objections received, the Department considered that a Public Inquiry should be held.
5.5.4
In an effort to resolve some of the issues, meetings were held during December 2008 and January 2009 with all those (save one who has refused to meet with the Department’s staff) who made formal objections to the scheme. These meetings were followed up by letters confirming the Department’s position and informing objectors of their options in moving forward. 
6.0 
Policy

6.1
The A31 Magherafelt Bypass project is informed by the following strategic and policy frameworks. 

6.2
Shaping Our Future: Regional Development Strategy for Northern Ireland 2025 (RDS): The RDS contains a Spatial Development Strategy and related Strategic Planning Guidelines which aim to provide long-term policy directions, from a strategic spatial perspective, for the public and private sector and the whole community in Northern Ireland. A key element of the strategy is the emphasis on the development of a modern integrated transport system. Its stated longer term vision for transportation is “to have a modern, sustainable, safe transportation system which benefits society, the economy, and the environment and which actively contributes to social inclusion and everybody’s quality of life”.

6.3
Regional Transportation Strategy for Northern Ireland 2002–2012 (RTS): The RTS, a daughter document of the RDS, identifies strategic transportation investment priorities and considers potential funding sources and affordability of planned initiatives for the period 2002-2012. The purpose of the RTS is to support the RDS and to make a significant contribution to achieving the longer-term vision for transportation. Delivery of the RTS is being progressed through three transport plans: the Sub-Regional Transport Plan; the Belfast Metropolitan Plan; and the Regional Strategic Transportation Network Transport Plan.

6.4
Regional Strategic Transportation Network Transport Plan 2015 (RSTNTP): The RSTNTP consists of proposals for the maintenance, management and development of the Regional Strategic Transport Network (RSTN). The RSTN comprises the complete rail network, five key transport corridors, four link corridors, the Belfast Metropolitan Transport Corridors and the remainder of the trunk road network.  The plan includes a programme for the implementation of Strategic Road Improvements (SRI’s), to remove bottlenecks where lack of capacity is causing unacceptable congestion, to improve safety and to improve the environment by providing bypasses to towns situated on the RSTN, thus relieving the effects of heavy through traffic.  One of these SRI’s is the provision of a bypass to Magherafelt town.

6.5
Investment Delivery Plan (IDP) for Roads: The IDP, published in April 2008, sets out capital allocations for the current 3 year budget period to 2010/11 and indicative capital allocations for the 7 years thereafter. In relation to the A31 Magherafelt Bypass it anticipates procurement through to completion within the 2013/14 to 2017/18 timeframe. 
7.0
The Department’s Consideration

7.1
The A31 is a trunk road connecting Moneymore via Magherafelt to the North-Western Key Transport Corridor at Castledawson.  The North-Western Key Transport Corridor connects the Belfast Metropolitan Area to Londonderry and provides access to and from Belfast International Airport.  This is one of the five Key Transport Corridors identified for improvement through the RDS to enhance accessibility for the region.
7.2
The strategic road network connects the major towns and cities to the Belfast Metropolitan Area, the regional gateways and the road network in the South and has been analogised as the ‘arteries’ of the Region’s economy.  Upgrading the Key Transport Corridors and associated trunk road links will provide a strategic framework for infrastructure investment, improvement of public transport, future urban development and economic development, especially for large scale sites to accommodate industry and commerce, and assisting tourist travel in the region. 
7.3
Traffic Surveys carried out within Magherafelt town found that on Church Street, the A31 route currently carries on average 17,500 vehicles per 24 hour-day (2-way) and national traffic growth forecasts can be used to predict a future traffic flow of 29,500 vehicles per day during year 2027, of which approximately 8.4% will be heavy goods vehicles (HGVs).  This flow comprises both local and strategic traffic.
7.4
There were 378 personal injury collisions on the road network in and around Magherafelt (and on which the traffic model has been based)  between 2003 and 2007; 108 of these were serious and 16 were fatal.  With traffic levels continuing to grow and anticipated expansion of local industry and the airport, it can be expected that traffic congestion will increase and consequently that road safety may deteriorate.
7.5
The provision of a new bypass consisting of a combined 2+1 and wide single carriageway, with at-grade junctions, will help to accommodate these increasing traffic flows, resulting in a more efficient and attractive route for north-south traffic on the west side of Lough Neagh, whilst allowing local traffic to make safe use of both the town centre and proposed bypass.  This improvement will in turn contribute towards the continued economic development of Magherafelt District Council area and Northern Ireland as a whole as well as government initiatives to improve road safety.
7.6
The main objectives of the A31 Magherafelt Bypass scheme are:

· To improve road safety;
· To relieve traffic congestion within Magherafelt;
· To improve the quality of life for residents and other town centre users; 
· To reduce journey travel times along the A31 corridor; 
· To improve the road network between the north and south of the Province; 
· To minimise the impact on the natural and built environment. 
7.7
Roads Service concludes that on the A31 between the Castledawson Roundabout and Moneymore Road, Magherafelt:

· The existing sub-standard road geometry, numerous direct accesses, the current level of traffic and resulting collisions, has compromised the corridor’s ability to function as a key link within the strategic road network;
· Provision of a bypass is justified for the existing volumes of traffic; and
· ‘Do-Minimum’ or carrying out ‘selective’ improvements are not considered to be realistic long-term options.

8.0
The Proposal

8.1
The proposed bypass will be provided to a combined 2+1 and wide single all-purpose carriageway with a design speed of 100kph (60mph).

8.2
A 2+1 section of carriageway is proposed from the proposed A31 Moneymore Road Roundabout to the proposed Ballyronan Road Roundabout.  It will consist of two 3.5 metre wide lanes northbound, 1 metre wide hatching, and a 3.5 metre wide lane southbound, with 1 metre wide hard strips on either side.  Verges will be provided to a minimum of 2.25m width adjacent to the edge of the hardstrip. The 2+1 layout will provide a guaranteed north bound overtaking opportunity.
8.3
From the proposed Ballyronan Road Roundabout to the proposed Aughrim Road Roundabout, a wide single carriageway will be provided.  It will consist of two 5 metre wide lanes each having 1.0 metre wide hard strips.  Verges will be provided to a minimum of 2.5m width adjacent to the edge of the hardstrip.
8.4
A 2+1 section of carriageway is then proposed from Aughrim Road Roundabout to the tie-in to the existing Castledawson Roundabout.  It will consist of two 3.5 metre wide lanes southbound, 1 metre wide hatching, and a 3.5 metre wide lane northbound, with 1 metre wide hard strips on either side.  Verges will be provided to a minimum of 2.25m width adjacent to the edge of the hardstrip.  This 2+1 layout will provide a guaranteed southbound overtaking opportunity.
8.5
Vehicle restraint systems (safety fencing) will be provided along selected lengths of the verge, where potential hazards pose a particular level of risk to road users, such as bridge supports, large signposts, significant embankment heights and open watercourses. 
8.6
New bridges will be constructed where the bypass crosses over the existing Killyfaddy Road and the existing Loves Road. Killyfaddy Road will be realigned to the west of its existing alignment to accommodate the structure and Loves Road will be lowered to ensure adequate headroom clearance is achieved.
8.7
Killyneese Road will be severed by the new bypass. It is proposed that turning heads are provided at the severed ends, with minor road improvements to provide inter-visible passing bays along Killyneese Road from the east of the bypass to Aughrim Road. 
8.8
Localised environmental impacts have been assessed as not being significant and the route has been deemed to have a moderate impact on local landscape which can be limited with appropriate mitigation. The Environment Statement recognises the need for landscape mitigation measures and substantial planting of appropriate varieties of indigenous species is proposed at various locations along the route.
8.9
Sustainable drainage features are proposed in the form of wetland ponds that attenuate discharge rates and assist sedimentation and filtration of carriageway run-off to improve water quality before entering receiving watercourses
8.10
In terms of land and property required for the scheme, no residential, commercial or industrial properties will be demolished, however some of the land required falls into the category of Best and Most Versatile, as categorised by Department of Agriculture and Regional Development (DARD). 
8.11
The Notice of Intention to make a Direction Order makes provision for the designation of the new route as Trunk Road, while the Notice of Intention to make a Vesting Order makes provision for acquisition of those lands and interests necessary to construct the new road. 
9.0
Conclusion

9.1
The Department has carried out a comprehensive study into the various options and undertaken a full environmental impact assessment of the preferred scheme.  It has concluded that, although the construction of this scheme will have some environmental impact on the surrounding area, the effects can be appropriately mitigated.  The bypass of Magherafelt town centre on the proposed line is preferred to a ‘Do-Nothing’ approach, or to implementing other small scale improvement measures within the town.
9.2
‘Shaping our Future’, the Regional Development Strategy for Northern Ireland, recognises that upgrading will be required on key sections of the strategic road network, to reduce congestion, improve safety, and improve reliability of journey times.  Northern Ireland is almost totally dependant on a road based transport system, reflecting the small internal transport market and dispersed settlement pattern.  The A31 is linked to one of the most important transport corridors in Northern Ireland and it is therefore essential that this bypass is constructed to facilitate strategic through traffic. 

