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AT THE CROSSROADS

In an carlier issue of WIRRAL MATTERS
* reported on the opposition to the
partment of Transport's proposed A550
improvement scheme raised by some resi-
dentsofthe Hooton areaunder the banner
of SWATHE (South Wirral Against the High-
way Extension). Dr. Michael Mooney came
to lobby the Executive Committee to gain
the Society's support and deployed their
main argument that the road was not
needed because the DoT had not done
their homework and that they had based
the need for the road improvement on
traffic projections which SWATHE's own
traffic census had not borne out, Therewas
a problem in that the whole improvement
scheme, from Queensferry to Hooton, had
been split into three phases and a public
inquiry had been called to consider only
e first two which took the scheme to
&Sham. SWATHE openly admitted that
they had no quarrel with those two phases
butwanted to have the inquiry deal with all
three as they feared thatif the first wo were
approved, the third phase would be treated
as a fait accompli.

The Committee agreed to support
SWATHE's stance and sent a letter to that
effecttothe Inspector when the Inquirywas
set up. Asa result of registering our oppo-
sition we were sent a copy of the Inspector's
Report to the Secretaries of State on the
Public Inquiry which he held in the first
three weeks of October 1993,

Relatively minor

Apart from those of SWATHE all the objec-
tions to the scheme were of a relatively
minor nature and the Inspector generally
upheld the DoT's reasons for notaccepting
them. Asregards SWATHE's contentions
he pointed out that the Inquiry was set up
by the Secretary of State and he had no
powers tovaryit. Their demand to have the

whole scheme considered together was, in
effect, ultra viresas far as he was concerned.
The DoT also stated that the first two sec-
tions were vitally necessary even if the
Ledsham-M53 section was never built.
Nevertheless both the Departmentand the
Inspector did address themselves to
SWATHE's contentions. The latter's posi-
tion may be summarised by saying that they
viewed the improvements to the A550 as
being unnecessary and, indeed, they pro-
posed de-trunking the road, taking positive
measures todiscourage traffic from using it
and sending the traffic instead round via
the M53 and M56. They also thought that
there ought to be amulti-modal transporta-
tion study before any road scheme could be
Jjustified.

Observations

The Department of Transport made
several observations in refutation of
SWATHE's contentions:-

O they had, in fact, done their homework
and had a lot of data on traffic flows
which showed that the existing A550
was already operating considerably
aboveitsdesign capacityin the Ledsham-
M58 sectionand would be between 56%
and 86% over capacity on the range of
traffic forecasts that they had made for
the year 2012.

[ traffic would, in any case, continue to
use the A550 as the majority of journeys
were between the Liverpool/
Birkenhead and the Deeside/Shotton
areas with 59% of them being less than
50km. Adiversion of 10km via the M53
and the A5117 or, if access was pro-
vided, via the M56 would just not be
accepted.

IJ such a diversion could only be possible
if other road improvements, including
the M58 /M56 southbound access, were

carried out and these would cost £145
million against the current estimate of
£60 million for the Ledsham-M53 sec-
tion. The latter was an economically
viable expenditure of taxpayer'smoney,
according to the Department's stand-
ard assessment procedure whereas the
alternative was not.

O studies had shown that any feasible im-
provements to the rail services would
only have a marginal effect on traffic
flows.

The DoT scheme was supported by Chesh-
ire and Clwyd County Councils; Chester
City Council; Alwyn and Deeside District
Council; Chester, Ellesmere Portand North
Wales Chamber of Commerce and a dozen
others including, most significantly, an or-
ganisation calling itself SWIFT (South Wir-
ral In Favour of the Trunk road) whose
members, like those of SWATHE, lived in
the vicinity of the Ledsham-M53 section of
the A550!

Difficult Position

What all this shows is the difficult position
inwhich an organisation such as the Wirral
Society can find itself in trying to achieve a
balanced approach to this sort of develop-
ment. On theone hand, the A550 improve-
mentappears to be a necessaryand entirely
Jjustifiable improvement to the economic
infrastructure of the area, but, on the other
hand, itmay be viewed as yetanother attack
on our diminishing countryside. Should
the Society follow the uncompromising anti-
road line pursued by David Astor, past Chair-
man of CPRE, as quoted in the earlier
WIRRAL MATTERS or do we ry to weigh
each scheme on its merits and accept that
there may be cases— by nomeans invariably
—where some detriment to the countryside
must be accepted for the common good?
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