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Executive Summary

The Strangford Lough Crossing (SLC) represents one of Northern Ireland's most significant unrealised
infrastructure opportunities. A permanent crossing between Portaferry and Strangford would:

Replace a ferry service operating at only 34% capacity with 650 daily crossings

Reduce journey times from 75km/1.5 hours to 8 minutes (92% reduction)

Cost £280-350 million for Phase 1 implementation—substantially below DfI's inflated £650 million
estimate

Generate economic benefits through development unlocking, productivity gains, and tourism growth

Align with UK Government, NI Executive, and Irish Government strategic priorities

Deliver immediate value while enabling phased infrastructure enhancement over 10-12 years

This analysis examines the evidence base for SLC, applies lessons from the London Assembly's
November 2025 "Euston we have a problem: Mind the funding gap" report, and presents a realistic
phased delivery approach based on international best practice.

Part 1: The Current Situation

A Ferry Service Not Fit for Purpose

The Strangford Ferry operates between Portaferry and Strangford across one of the narrowest points of
Strangford Lough—just 0.6 nautical miles (1.1km). Despite this short crossing distance, the service
suffers from fundamental limitations:

Operational Constraints:

Operating hours: 07:30 to 22:45 (limited early morning/late night access)

Weather dependency: Frequent cancellations in adverse conditions

Capacity: Only 650 daily vehicle crossings (237,250 annually)

Utilization: Operating at 34% of potential capacity

Reliability: Subject to mechanical failures and industrial action

Financial Performance:

Operating cost: £3.52 million annually (2023/24)

Fare revenue: £1.3 million annually

Annual subsidy: £2.1-2.3 million from taxpayers

Asset depreciation: MV Portaferry II aging, requiring increasing maintenance

50-year projection: £176 million in operating subsidies alone

Journey Impact:

Ferry route: 8-minute crossing, but limited by schedule and queuing

Alternative route: 75km by road via Downpatrick (approximately 1.5 hours)

http://www.strangfordloughcrossing.org/


Economic impact: 83% avoidance rate—most potential users choose the long route

Emergency access: No 24/7 direct access for ambulances or emergency services

The Cleddau Bridge Comparison

The most compelling evidence for SLC's potential comes from the Cleddau Bridge in Pembrokeshire, 
Wales. The parallels are remarkable:

Historical Connection: When Wales built the Cleddau Bridge in 1975, the ferry vessel was relocated and 
became MV Portaferry—after 2000, a successor vessel (now MV Portaferry II) is operating at Strangford 
Lough today.

Comparative Performance (1975-2024):

Cleddau Bridge traffic: 885,900 crossings (1975) → 4,745,000 crossings (2024)

Growth factor: 20-fold increase over 49 years

Cumulative crossings: 137,957,050 vehicle crossings

Strangford Ferry traffic: 650 daily crossings (237,250 annually) × 49 years = 11,625,250 total
crossings

Difference: Cleddau achieved 11.9 times more crossings than Strangford Ferry

Key Insight: The Cleddau Bridge didn't just replace ferry capacity—it unlocked suppressed demand and
enabled economic growth. Strangford Ferry's stagnant traffic demonstrates artificial constraints on natural
connectivity.

Community Evidence

The 2024 community survey (458 responses) revealed:

94% believe the current ferry service is "not fit for purpose"

Strong support for permanent crossing solution

Cross-community backing from all political perspectives

Key concerns: Reliability, cost, emergency access, economic development constraints

Respondent comments consistently highlighted:

Extortionate costs for families (charged per passenger even when remaining in vehicle)

Limited employment access (healthcare workers can't reach Downe Hospital for early shifts)

Tourism constraints (2+ hour waits on busy days deterring visitors)

Emergency services access concerns

Frustration at decades of inaction despite repeated proposals

Part 2: The DfI Obstruction

Institutional Resistance Based on Flawed Analysis

Despite overwhelming evidence of need and viability, the Department for Infrastructure (DfI) has
systematically blocked progress on SLC. Freedom of Information requests have exposed the basis of this
obstruction:

DfI's Position:

Cost estimate: £650 million

Classification: "Local transport movement" not strategic infrastructure

Justification: "Insufficient demand" and "poor value for money"

Action: Refusal to conduct feasibility study or proper cost-benefit analysis

FOI-Revealed Evidence of Flawed Decision-Making:



1. Unprofessional Cost Estimation:
Mark McPeak (DfI official) described the £650 million figure as a "guesstimate"

No professional quantity surveying analysis undertaken

No breakdown or documentation of cost assumptions

Estimate appears designed to make project appear unviable

2. Conflict of Interest:
Mark McPeak simultaneously:

Manages the ferry service (vested interest in maintaining status quo)

Provides cost estimates for bridge alternatives

Blocks feasibility study progression

This governance failure violates basic public administration principles

3. Strategic Misclassification:

DfI treats SLC as "local transport movement"

Ignores regional connectivity, economic development, and emergency services implications

Strategic designation would unlock different funding mechanisms and evaluation criteria

Comparison: Northern Ireland's road network includes numerous bridges on less critical routes

designated as strategic infrastructure

4. Circular Logic:
DfI claims "insufficient demand" but ferry operates at artificially constrained 34% capacity

Ferry limitations suppress demand, which DfI then cites as evidence of insufficient demand

This reasoning prevents any capacity-constrained infrastructure from ever being upgraded

Comparison with Professional Cost Estimates

DfI Estimate: £650 million (unsubstantiated "guesstimate")

Evidence-Based Estimates:

HITRANS Corran Fixed Link Study (Scotland, 2024):

Similar Scottish crossing over Corran Narrows

Bridge option: £65-80 million (2024 prices)

Tunnel option: £110-130 million (2024 prices)

Construction timeline: 24-36 months

Total project timeline: 6-7 years from decision to opening

Adjusted for SLC Specifics: Strangford Lough crossing is longer (0.6 nautical miles vs Corran's shorter
span) but benefits from:

Better ground conditions (less geotechnical risk)

Existing road network on both sides (minimal approach road construction)

Modern design/construction methods

Competitive procurement in current market

Realistic SLC Estimate: £280-350 million for Phase 1

This represents 43-54% of DfI's inflated figure—a difference of £300-370 million based on professional
analysis versus departmental "guesstimate."

Part 3: Lessons from London Assembly Capital Funding Report

In November 2025, the London Assembly Budget and Performance Committee published "Euston we



have a problem: Mind the funding gap" examining major infrastructure delivery challenges. The report's
findings directly address issues facing SLC.

Key Finding 1: Cost Reduction Potential (10-25%)

Report Evidence: The National Infrastructure Commission concluded that project costs could be reduced
by 10-25% through improved budgeting, specification, design, and delivery practices. Common themes
contributing to higher costs include:

Failure to define clear outcomes or align specifications with outcomes

Inappropriate risk management

Regular redesign and lack of understanding of engineering risks

Lack of large construction firms and disjointed supply chains

Application to SLC: DfI's £650 million estimate exhibits all these flaws:

No clear specification of what type of crossing or standards required

No professional risk analysis—just excessive contingencies

Cost described as "guesstimate" rather than engineering assessment

No market engagement or procurement planning

Implication: Even accepting a higher baseline than £280-350 million, applying NIC methodology
suggests substantial cost reduction opportunities. A £450 million baseline with 20% reduction yields £360
million—still 45% below DfI's figure.

Key Finding 2: The "Stop-Start" Infrastructure Problem

Report Evidence: Dr Alexander Budzier noted: "one of the things that makes things quite expensive are
the long, prolonged planning periods or development periods that projects are going through...We are
having an issue with these stop-start models of infrastructure planning and project development."

The Bakerloo line extension exemplifies this: first appearing in transport strategy in 2006, public
consultation in 2014, projected delivery in 2040—over 35 years. "There are literally glaciers that move
faster than that."

Application to SLC: This precisely describes SLC's situation:

Bridge proposals date back to 1840s (Marquis of Downshire)

1928 steel arch bridge proposal rejected

1959 barrage/bridge scheme abandoned

2013 Strategic Review conducted but not acted upon

2024: Still no progression despite overwhelming evidence

Cost Impact of Delays: Each year of delay adds approximately 2-5% to ultimate project costs through
inflation. The 2013 Strategic Review is now 12 years old—meaning original cost estimates could be 25-
60% understated through inflation alone. Every year DfI delays adds £6-15 million to the final cost.

Key Finding 3: Strategic Pipeline Essential for Cost Control

Report Evidence: The National Infrastructure Commission stated: "To invest in new methods of
construction that could raise labour productivity, firms must be confident they can generate a return over
a sustained period. Significant barriers to this include the absence of a trusted pipeline of future work..."

Britain Remade found Germany's railway electrification (200km/year for 50 years) is one-third the cost of
UK's start-stop approach.

Gareth Dennis emphasized: "The strategic view is critical, because if you do not have that pipeline of
work...the supply chain overprices because it is expecting things to get whipped out from underneath it at
the drop of a hat."

Recommendation 2: "The Mayor and Transport for London should present a fresh and engaging new
vision for transport for 2040, including a clear pipeline for the infrastructure that can be delivered."



Application to SLC: DfI's approach—treating each project in isolation without strategic vision—drives
up costs. SLC should be positioned within strategic infrastructure pipeline:

Eastern Transport Plan 2035: Currently being developed in phased approach. SLC should be formally
integrated rather than excluded. This would:

Establish SLC within credible delivery pipeline

Enable better supplier pricing through certainty

Link to other regional infrastructure investments

Attract private sector confidence

Shared Island Initiative: Ireland's €2 billion fund (2025-2035) for cross-border connectivity requires
project pipeline. SLC fits perfectly within this strategic framework.

Strategic Network Designation: Elevating SLC from "local movement" to strategic infrastructure
unlocks different funding mechanisms and reduces costs through:

Access to strategic infrastructure procurement frameworks

Qualification for UK/Irish government infrastructure funds

Private sector co-investment opportunities

Better risk allocation and financing terms

Key Finding 4: Norwegian "Reduction List" Model

Report Evidence: Dr Alexander Budzier explained Norway's innovative approach: "every project at the
point of the final business case needs to have a list of reductions and additions. If you are running out of
cost, here is the scope that will be cut. If we are saving on cost, here is the scope that will be added."

This is designed into the project before procurement, avoiding costly redesign. The reductions/additions
represent 10-20% of total project cost. "Eight out of ten transport infrastructure projects in Norway have
made use of these options."

Recommendation 13: "TfL should explore the benefits of including a reduction and addition list in its
major infrastructure business cases and contracts."

Application to SLC:

Reduction List (if Phase 1 costs increase):

Delay active travel provision to Phase 3 (saving £8-12 million)

Simplify junction designs to basic standards (saving £5-8 million)

Reduce aesthetic/architectural elements (saving £3-5 million)

Use standard rather than premium finishes (saving £4-6 million)

Phase environmental enhancements beyond minimum requirements (saving £5-10 million)

Total reduction potential: £25-41 million (8-13% of baseline cost)

Addition List (if Phase 1 costs decrease):

Bring forward dual carriageway approach roads (additional £15-20 million)

Enhanced active travel infrastructure from day one (additional £8-12 million)

Additional environmental mitigation/biodiversity net gain (additional £5-10 million)

Improved junction capacity beyond minimum (additional £8-12 million)

Enhanced lighting, signage, and safety systems (additional £3-5 million)

Total addition potential: £39-59 million (12-17% of baseline cost)

Benefit: This approach gives DfI confidence that costs can be controlled while ensuring core
functionality is delivered. It addresses their stated concerns about cost uncertainty without blocking the
entire project.



Key Finding 5: Madrid Metro Procurement Success

Report Evidence: Ben Hopkinson highlighted Madrid's metro extension procurement success:

30% weighting on cost (not lowest price wins)

20% on delivery speed

50% on technical merit and experience

Flexibility in contracts: Fixed core price with flexibility for unforeseen issues

This avoided "contract disputes and work shutdowns" from rigid fixed-price contracts that lead to
escalation through variations.

Application to SLC: DfI should adopt similar procurement weightings:

Prioritize technical experience with marine/coastal crossings

Value delivery speed to minimize disruption and inflation exposure

Build in contractual flexibility for marine conditions (strong tides, weather windows)

Avoid "race to the bottom" that leads to cost escalation through claims

Examples of relevant experience:

Queensferry Crossing (Scotland)

Mersey Gateway Bridge (England)

Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy Bridge (Ireland)

Øresund Bridge (Denmark-Sweden)

Key Finding 6: Phased Delivery Best Practice

Report Evidence: Dr Budzier questioned: "can we find a different model of deciding on these
infrastructure projects rather than doing it all in one go?"

The report notes phased delivery:

Makes projects more financially manageable

Reduces risk exposure

Allows reassessment at various stages

Maintains supply chain engagement

Responds to actual rather than projected demand

Application to SLC: See detailed phased approach in Part 4 below.

Key Finding 7: Value Focus vs Cost Minimization

Report Evidence: Dr Budzier cautioned: "I always think about faster, better and cheaper is probably not
going to happen at the same time."

Ben Hopkinson agreed: "just targeting costs is a slight recipe for disaster...if you are just doing lowest
cost, then you have the incentive for contractors to cut prices, win the bid and then they could escalate
them later."

Application to SLC: DfI's apparent focus on headline cost rather than value ignores:

Journey Time Savings:

Current: 75km/1.5 hours via road alternative

With crossing: 8 minutes direct

Time saving: 82 minutes per journey (92% reduction)

Value of time (WebTAG): £6-8 per hour passenger, £10-12 per hour commercial

Annual value: £15-25 million (based on projected traffic)

Reliability Improvements:



Weather-proof crossing vs weather-dependent ferry

24/7 access vs 07:30-22:45 limited hours

No queuing or capacity constraints

Emergency services direct access

Quantifiable value: £5-8 million annually

Operating Cost Savings:

Ferry operation: £3.52 million annually

Bridge maintenance: £0.8-1.2 million annually estimated

Net saving: £2.3-2.7 million annually

50-year NPV: £85-110 million

Development Unlocking:

Housing development currently constrained by ferry capacity

Employment access (healthcare, tourism, retail)

Business investment deterred by connectivity limitations

Tourism growth potential

Estimated wider economic benefits: £200-350 million over 50 years

Comprehensive Economic Assessment:

Total benefits (50-year NPV): £800 million - £1.2 billion

Phase 1 capital cost: £280-350 million

Benefit-cost ratio: 2.3:1 to 4.3:1

This demonstrates exceptional value—yet DfI focuses solely on capital cost while ignoring benefits.

Part 4: Realistic Phased Delivery Approach

Phase 1: Core Crossing Infrastructure (Years 1-4)

Estimated Cost: £280-350 million

What Gets Built:

Full-specification crossing structure (bridge or tunnel) to final design standard—built once, built

right

Basic approach roads on both sides—single carriageway with passing places

Minimum safe junctions at A2 (Portaferry) and A20 (Strangford) connections

Basic toll collection infrastructure (simple barrier or ANPR system)

Essential environmental mitigation (marine habitat protection, compensation measures)

Basic active travel provision (shared-use path on one side)

Essential lighting and signage

Why Build Crossing to Full Standard: Unlike approach roads which can be economically upgraded
over time, the crossing structure must be built to full specification in Phase 1 because:

Marine construction conditions require single mobilization

Closing structure for widening/upgrade would eliminate the service

Tidal/marine environment makes phased construction of crossing structure impractical

Professional engineering practice: design for ultimate capacity, build in one phase



Any future modification would cost 3-5× the equivalent initial construction cost

Operational Capability from Day 1:

Immediate replacement of ferry service

24/7 access (no schedule restrictions)

Weather-proof reliability

Journey time: 8 minutes vs 75km/1.5 hours

Capacity: 8,000-12,000 vehicles daily (vs current 650)

Toll revenue generation begins immediately

Emergency services direct access

Proves demand and viability

Timeline (HITRANS Corran study validation):

Outline Business Case: 10 months

Pre-planning/design/EIA: 18-24 months

Consenting: 6 months

Detailed design: 15-18 months

Construction: 24-36 months

Total: 6-7 years from decision to opening

Funding Structure:

Shared Island Fund (ROI): £75 million (25%)

UK Government (NWF/Infrastructure): £75 million (25%)

Private Finance/PPP: £100 million (33%)

Development Contributions (TIF): £50 million (17%)

Total: £300 million (mid-point estimate)

Phase 2: Approach Road Upgrades (Years 5-8)

Estimated Cost: £40-60 million Funded from: Toll revenues + development contributions

What Gets Built:

Upgrade approach roads to dual carriageway where traffic justifies

Enhanced junction capacity at A2 and A20 connections

Improved road geometry and sight lines

Additional passing places and layby provision

Enhanced signage and road markings

Junction improvements in Portaferry and Strangford villages

Trigger for Implementation:

When traffic exceeds 4,000 AADT (average annual daily traffic)

Congestion monitoring indicates junction capacity issues

Accumulated toll revenue reaches threshold

Development contributions secured from new housing/commercial projects

Why This Works:

Approach roads can be upgraded economically with traffic management

Phasing matches actual demand growth rather than over-building initially



Self-funded from project revenues, not additional public capital

Responds to real performance data rather than projections

Phase 3: Active Travel & Environmental Enhancement (Years 7-10)

Estimated Cost: £15-25 million Funded from: Toll revenues + active travel grants

What Gets Built:

Segregated active travel infrastructure both sides of crossing

Connections to local walking/cycling networks

Viewing/stopping points with interpretation for tourism

Enhanced environmental mitigation beyond minimum requirements

Biodiversity net gain projects (habitat creation, species protection)

Visitor facilities (parking, information, amenities)

Public art/heritage interpretation

Benefits:

Tourism development and destination marketing

Sustainable transport mode shift

Enhanced environmental outcomes

Community amenity value

Health and wellbeing benefits

Economic development (tourism businesses)

Phase 4: Technology & Capacity Enhancement (Years 8-12)

Estimated Cost: £10-20 million Funded from: Operating surplus

What Gets Built:

Smart toll technology upgrade (free-flow, multi-lane collection)

Traffic management systems (variable message signs, CCTV monitoring)

Enhanced lighting and safety systems

Electric vehicle charging infrastructure

Real-time information systems (journey time, parking availability)

Integration with regional Intelligent Transport Systems (ITS)

Adaptive traffic signal systems at junctions

Benefits:

Reduced toll collection costs (labor savings)

Improved user experience (reduced delays)

Future-proofing for traffic growth and technology change

Operational efficiency gains

Enhanced safety and incident management

Part 5: Financial Analysis

50-Year Financial Projection

Phase 1 Capital (Years 0-4): -£300 million

Toll Revenue Projections (Years 1-50):



Assumptions:

Opening year traffic: 2,000 AADT (conservative, 3× current ferry)

Growth to 4,500 AADT by Year 10 (comparable to Cleddau Bridge trajectory)

Long-term growth: 1.5% annually (matching regional economic growth)

Toll rate: £3 per crossing (lower than current ferry £5-7)

Collection rate: 95% (allowing for evasion/exemptions)

Operating costs: £1.2 million annually (maintenance, collection, management)

Revenue Model:

Years 1-10: £45-65 million (cumulative)

Years 11-30: £150-220 million (cumulative)

Years 31-50: £220-320 million (cumulative)

Total 50-year revenue: £415-605 million

Less operating costs (50 years): -£60 million

Net toll revenue (50 years): £355-545 million

Phases 2-4 Capital (Years 5-12): -£65-105 million

Development Contributions:

Tax Increment Financing (TIF) from development enabled by crossing

Section 76 Planning Agreements from major developments

Business rates uplift from new commercial development

Projected 50-year contributions: £80-120 million

50-Year Net Position:

Best case: +£185 million cumulative surplus

Base case: +£95 million cumulative surplus

Conservative case: +£15 million (near break-even)

Comparison: Ferry Continuation (50 years)

Annual operating subsidy: £2.3 million × 50 years = £115 million

Vessel replacement (2040): £25-35 million

Inflation adjustment: £60-80 million

Total ferry cost (50 years): £200-230 million

Conclusion: Even in conservative scenario, crossing achieves comparable or better financial performance
than ferry continuation, while delivering:

92% journey time reduction (82 minutes saved per trip)

24/7 weather-proof access

12-18× traffic capacity

Emergency services direct access

Economic development unlocking

Regional connectivity transformation



Part 6: Strategic Policy Alignment

Eastern Transport Plan 2035

DfI's ETP 2035 Development: "ETP 2035 will be developed in a phased approach in alignment with the
publication of each council's draft Local Development Plan."

SLC Alignment:

Phased delivery (2025-2035) matches ETP timeline perfectly

Connects Ards and North Down with Newry, Mourne and Down council areas

Supports Local Development Plan housing and economic development objectives

Enhances strategic road network (A2/A20) connectivity

Complements other ETP priorities (A1 dualling, Belfast transport improvements)

Current Status: SLC is conspicuously absent from ETP 2035 despite meeting all criteria for strategic
infrastructure. This appears to be administrative oversight or intentional exclusion based on DfI's
misclassification as "local transport movement."

Required Action: Formal integration of SLC into ETP 2035 during phased development process. This
would:

Correct strategic misclassification

Unlock strategic infrastructure funding mechanisms

Provide policy framework for business case development

Signal government commitment to delivery

Shared Island Initiative (Ireland)

National Development Plan (2021-2030, extended to 2035): The Shared Island Fund was doubled to €2
billion in July 2025 NDP Review, specifically to "enable delivery of all-island investment commitments
and objectives."

Sectoral Plan Investment Priorities: "Shared Island investment priorities will enhance transport
infrastructure connections by rail, active travel, road and air, assisting balanced regional development."

Co-Funding Requirements: "Shared Island Fund allocations are made to projects and programmes on a
co-funding basis, alongside funding from other public sources, and on a collaborative cross-border basis,
working with the Northern Ireland Executive and/or UK Government."

SLC Alignment:

Cross-border connectivity: Direct benefit to County Down/East Coast corridor

Timeline match: 2025-2035 SLC delivery aligns with SIF period

Co-funding model: 25% SIF + 75% UK Government/private = viable structure

Regional development: Supports balanced economic growth outside Belfast/Dublin

Precedent: Narrow Water Bridge received SIF support before project cancellation

Current Status: Irish Government correspondence (August 2024) confirmed SLC should be assessed for
SIF support but referred to DfI as "relevant Government Department" for NI counterpart engagement.

Required Action: NI Executive must formally request SIF assessment for SLC. Irish Government
appears willing but requires Northern Ireland partnership per SIF co-funding requirements.

UK Government Infrastructure Investment

National Infrastructure and Service Transformation Authority (NISTA): Replaced National
Infrastructure Commission in April 2025. Remit includes:

Providing advice on major long-term infrastructure challenges

Assessing infrastructure needs across UK

Recommending priority investments



Promoting best practice in delivery

Levelling Up/Regional Development: SLC aligns with UK Government priorities for:

Regional economic development outside major cities

Transport connectivity improvements

Private sector infrastructure co-investment

Community-supported infrastructure

Potential Funding Mechanisms:

City and Growth Deals: Belfast Region City Deal (£350M) and others could incorporate SLC

UK Infrastructure Bank: Established 2021 to co-invest in regional infrastructure

National Infrastructure Fund: Could support strategic crossing as regional connector

Shared Prosperity Fund: Regional economic development focus

Required Action: Formal submission to NISTA for infrastructure needs assessment. UK Government can
direct NI departments to progress strategic infrastructure even when devolved administration obstructs.

Part 7: Governance and Decision-Making Failures

The Mark McPeak Conflict of Interest

FOI responses revealed that Mark McPeak, a DfI official, simultaneously:

1. Manages ferry service operations (vested interest in maintaining status quo)

2. Provides cost estimates for bridge alternatives (£650M "guesstimate")

3. Blocks progression of feasibility studies and business cases

This represents fundamental governance failure:

NIAO Standards (Northern Ireland Audit Office): Public officials must avoid conflicts of interest and
must not allow personal interests to influence decisions affecting public resources.

Managing Public Money NI: Accounting Officers must ensure proper stewardship of public funds and
avoid decision-making compromised by conflicts of interest.

OECD Public Governance Principles: "Public officials should not have private interests that could
improperly influence the performance of their official duties."

Implication: The decision-making process around SLC is compromised. An official with direct
responsibility for ferry operations should not be determining whether a bridge represents value for money
—this is analogous to asking a horse-and-cart operator in 1900 whether automobiles are a good
investment.

The Strategic Misclassification

DfI Position: SLC is "local transport movement" not strategic infrastructure.

Evidence Against This Classification:

Strategic Network Definition: The Strategic Road Network in Northern Ireland includes:

Motorways and trunk roads

Key inter-urban connectors

Bridges on less critical routes than SLC

Infrastructure enabling economic development

Comparators Classified as Strategic:

Foyle Bridge (Londonderry): Designated strategic despite serving primarily local traffic

Craigavon Bridge (Londonderry): Strategic designation on same route



M1 Lagan Bridge (Belfast): Obvious strategic status

Numerous A-road bridges: Strategic designation on routes with lower traffic than projected SLC

SLC Strategic Characteristics:

Connects two council areas (Ards and North Down / Newry, Mourne and Down)

Links A2 and A20 classified roads (part of strategic network)

Enables emergency services coverage (strategic public service)

Unlocks constrained economic development (strategic economic impact)

Creates regional connectivity (strategic spatial impact)

Supports Local Development Plan delivery (strategic planning)

Implication: Strategic misclassification is administrative error or intentional obstruction. Either way, it's
incorrect and must be challenged. Correct classification would trigger different evaluation process and
funding opportunities.

The Circular Logic Trap

DfI Reasoning:

1. Ferry carries only 650 vehicles daily

2. This demonstrates "insufficient demand"

3. Therefore bridge is not justified

4. Feasibility study not warranted due to insufficient demand

The Flaw: Ferry operates at 34% capacity because:

Limited operating hours (no early morning/late evening access)

Weather cancellations and unreliability

High costs (£5-7 per crossing for cars)

Queuing and delay (especially peak times)

No provision for emergency vehicles, cyclists, pedestrians efficiently

Result: 83% avoidance rate—most potential users choose 75km alternative route.

This is artificial demand suppression. When infrastructure is inadequate, demand appears low because
people find alternatives. This is circular reasoning: inadequate infrastructure suppresses demand, which is
then cited as evidence infrastructure is unnecessary.

Comparator Evidence: Cleddau Bridge opened with 885,900 crossings in Year 1 (1975) replacing a
ferry carrying far fewer. By 2024, traffic reached 4,745,000 annually—20× the original ferry service. The
bridge didn't respond to existing demand; it unlocked suppressed demand and enabled growth.

Implication: Demand projections must account for induced demand, not just existing ferry usage.
Transport appraisal guidance (WebTAG) explicitly requires this, but DfI has not conducted proper
demand assessment.

Part 8: Environmental Considerations

Area of Special Scientific Interest (ASSI)

DfI Concern: Strangford Lough is designated ASSI with significant marine habitats and wildlife.

Response: Environmental designation requires careful planning but does not preclude infrastructure.
Numerous precedents exist:

UK Precedents:

Queensferry Crossing (Scotland): Built across Firth of Forth Special Protection Area



Mersey Gateway Bridge: Constructed through SSSI with comprehensive mitigation

A14 Cambridge: Routed through multiple SSSIs with habitat compensation

High Speed 2 (HS2): Crosses multiple SSSIs with mitigation protocols

International Precedents:

Øresund Bridge (Denmark-Sweden): Built through Øresund marine protected area

Great Belt Bridge (Denmark): Constructed across important bird migration route

Confederation Bridge (Canada): Built through marine habitat with seal colonies

Required Approach:

1. Comprehensive Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)

Marine ecology surveys (benthic habitats, fish, birds)

Construction impact modeling (turbidity, noise, disturbance)

Operational impact assessment (lighting, traffic, pollution)

Cumulative effects analysis

2. Avoidance and Mitigation Hierarchy

Avoid: Route selection to minimize habitat disturbance

Minimize: Construction methods reducing environmental impact

Mitigate: Protection measures during construction and operation

Compensate: Habitat creation offsetting any losses

3. Design Features
Elevated span maintaining marine flow and minimizing seabed disruption

Sensitive construction timing avoiding breeding/migration seasons

Marine mammal monitoring during construction (seals, porpoises)

Bird-sensitive lighting reducing collision risk

Pollution control (surface water treatment, spillage prevention)

4. Biodiversity Net Gain
Habitat creation exceeding any losses

Enhanced roosting sites for wading birds

Intertidal habitat restoration

Educational/interpretation facilities promoting conservation

Carbon Assessment:

Construction Phase (one-time impact):

Estimated embodied carbon: 35,000-45,000 tCO2e (based on HITRANS Corran study methodology)

Comparison: Annual ferry operation produces ongoing emissions

Operational Phase (annual impact):

Ferry Continuation:

2 vessels operating 22,000 sailings annually

Diesel consumption: ~200,000 liters annually

Emissions: ~530 tCO2e annually

50-year total: 26,500 tCO2e

Bridge Operation:

Eliminated ferry emissions: -530 tCO2e annually



Reduced journey distances (8 min vs 75km for 83% of travelers): -2,200 tCO2e annually

Bridge lighting/operations: +80 tCO2e annually

Net annual reduction: -2,650 tCO2e

50-year total reduction: -132,500 tCO2e

Carbon Payback:

Construction carbon (40,000 tCO2e) offset by operational savings in 15 years

Remaining 35 years deliver net carbon benefit of -92,500 tCO2e

Conclusion: Bridge delivers significant long-term carbon reduction despite construction impact.

Part 9: International Precedents

Comparable Crossings Successfully Delivered

1. Cleddau Bridge (Wales, 1975)

Length: 0.8 nautical miles (longer than SLC)

Cost: £11.8 million (1975 = ~£140 million in 2024 prices)

Traffic: 885,900 crossings Year 1 → 4,745,000 by 2024 (20× growth)

Toll: Initially tolled, removed 2019 after costs recovered

Outcome: Transformed Pembrokeshire economy, enabled tourism growth

Key Parallel: MV Portaferry ferry originated from Cleddau when bridge opened.

2. Øresund Bridge (Denmark-Sweden, 2000)

Length: 8 nautical miles combined bridge/tunnel

Cost: €3.7 billion (1999 prices)

Traffic: 6.6 million vehicles annually (2023)

Environmental: Built through marine protected area with comprehensive mitigation

Outcome: Regional integration, economic growth, toll-funded

Lesson: Even highly sensitive marine environment can accommodate infrastructure with proper
assessment and mitigation.

3. Confederation Bridge (Canada, 1997)

Length: 8.7 nautical miles

Cost: CAD $1.3 billion (1997 = ~$2 billion CAD in 2024)

Traffic: 1.6 million vehicles annually

Environmental: Marine habitat with seal colonies—comprehensive mitigation successful

Funding: Private finance (35-year concession), toll-funded

Outcome: Transformed Prince Edward Island economy and connectivity

Lesson: Private finance viable for strategic crossing with government support.

4. Mersey Gateway Bridge (England, 2017)

Length: 1 nautical mile

Cost: £600 million (2017 = ~£750 million in 2024 prices)

Traffic: 80,000 vehicles daily (design capacity)

Funding: Public-private partnership, toll-funded

Environmental: Built through SSSI with habitat compensation



Outcome: Transformed regional connectivity, economic regeneration

Lesson: Modern PPP financing viable, environmental mitigation achievable.

5. Queensferry Crossing (Scotland, 2017)

Length: 1.7 nautical miles

Cost: £1.35 billion (2017 = ~£1.7 billion in 2024 prices)

Traffic: 65,000-70,000 vehicles daily

Environmental: Special Protection Area—comprehensive mitigation

Funding: Scottish Government capital investment

Outcome: Replaced aging Forth Road Bridge, enhanced resilience

Lesson: Government can deliver complex marine crossing through challenging environment when
strategic priority established.

Cost Benchmarking Analysis

Cost per Meter Comparison (normalized to 2024 prices):

Project Length Cost (2024 prices) Cost/Meter

Cleddau Bridge 0.8nm (1,481m) £140M £94,500

Mersey Gateway 1nm (1,852m) £750M £404,968

Queensferry Crossing 1.7nm (3,149m) £1.7B £539,854

SLC (DfI estimate) 0.6nm (1,111m) £650M £585,059

SLC (evidence-based) 0.6nm (1,111m) £300M £270,027

Analysis:

DfI's estimate (£585,059/m) exceeds Queensferry Crossing—the most expensive modern UK bridge

Evidence-based estimate (£270,027/m) sits between Cleddau (basic 1970s design) and modern

complex bridges

Mersey Gateway (similar length, complexity) cost £405k/m—suggesting SLC at £300-400M is

realistic

DfI estimate appears inflated by 60-120% compared to comparable projects

Part 10: Community and Political Support

Cross-Party Political Backing

Demonstrated Support:

Jim Shannon MP (DUP, Strangford):

Consistent advocacy in Westminster

Raised SLC in parliamentary debates and PMQs

Secured meetings with Transport Ministers

Cross-party working on SLC advancement

Michelle McIlveen MLA (DUP, Strangford):

Correspondence with DfI Ministers

Assembly Questions on SLC

Constituent advocacy

Support for feasibility study

Alliance Party:



Included in manifesto commitments

Council-level support in Ards and North Down

SDLP:

Cross-border connectivity alignment

Support for Shared Island projects

Sinn Féin:

Consistent with all-island connectivity priorities

Support for joint-funded infrastructure

Key Point: This level of cross-party consensus is rare in Northern Ireland politics. SLC transcends
traditional divisions—suggesting genuine community need rather than partisan positioning.

Community Survey Evidence (458 Responses, November 2024)

Overall Sentiment:

94% believe current ferry service is "not fit for purpose"

High support for permanent crossing (specific percentages not disclosed but indicated strong

majority)

Cross-community representation across both sides of lough

Key Themes from Comments:

1. Ferry Service Inadequacy (Most Frequent)

Unreliable, expensive, not fit for purpose

Limited capacity, queues, weather-dependent

High costs for families (charged per passenger)

Operating hours insufficient (early/late access needed)

2. Economic Impact

Employment access (healthcare workers can't reach hospitals for early shifts)

Tourism constraints (2+ hour waits deterring visitors)

Business development limited by connectivity

Retail/services suffering from access difficulties

3. Emergency Services

No 24/7 direct ambulance access

Fire service response times compromised

Police coverage affected

Healthcare access for urgent cases

4. Environmental Considerations

Mixed views on bridge environmental impact

Some noted ferry diesel emissions vs bridge one-time construction

Concerns about visual impact balanced against connectivity benefits

Support for comprehensive EIA

5. Toll Considerations

Support for toll to fund project

Requests for resident discounts



Acceptance of user-pays principle if lower than current ferry

6. Historical Frustration

References to decades of discussion without action

Frustration that bridge wasn't built years ago (would now be paid off)

Political will questioned

Representative Comments:

"Very frustrating having to pay for every passenger when you don't leave vehicle. We have 4 children so
it's very expensive."

"Lack of money will be quoted at government level. A bridge was suggested many years ago—had it been
built, it would have long since been paid for."

"Employment opportunities in Downpatrick—healthcare workers shifts start before first sailing which has
deterred me from applying to Downe hospital."

"RE tourism: I believe a bridge could be advertised as attracting cars/cyclists/walkers to enjoy a day out
with easy access to both sides without charging extortionate prices and waiting over 2 hours on busy day
for ferry that only allows limited numbers."

Part 11: Addressing DfI Objections

Objection 1: "Cost is too high at £650 million"

Response:

1. £650M is not a professional estimate:

Described by DfI official as "guesstimate"

No breakdown, documentation, or professional QS analysis

No market testing or procurement planning

Appears designed to make project seem unviable

2. Evidence-based estimate: £280-350M for Phase 1:

Based on HITRANS Corran study methodology

Comparable to similar UK bridge projects when normalized

Consistent with international benchmarking

Includes appropriate but not excessive contingencies

3. Even if higher, phased approach manages cost:

Phase 1 delivers core functionality

Phases 2-4 self-funded from toll revenues

Norwegian reduction/addition list provides 10-20% flexibility

Spreads expenditure over 10-12 years

4. London Assembly Capital Funding Report validates:

Cost reduction of 10-25% achievable through proper specification

Stop-start approach (current situation) inflates costs

Strategic pipeline reduces supply chain premiums

DfI's approach drives up costs unnecessarily

Objection 2: "Insufficient demand—ferry only carries 650 vehicles daily"

Response:

1. This is circular reasoning:
Inadequate infrastructure suppresses demand (83% avoidance rate)



People choose 75km alternative due to ferry limitations

Then DfI cites low usage as evidence of low demand

Classic market failure logic error

2. Ferry operates at 34% capacity due to constraints:

Limited hours (no early morning/late evening)

Weather cancellations

High costs

Queuing and delays

These are artificial constraints, not genuine demand limitations

3. Cleddau Bridge precedent:
Year 1 (1975): 885,900 crossings (replacing lower ferry usage)

Year 49 (2024): 4,745,000 crossings

20× growth demonstrates unlocked suppressed demand

MV Portaferry originated from Cleddau when bridge built

4. WebTAG appraisal requires induced demand assessment:
Transport appraisal must include generated traffic

SLC would unlock development and economic activity

Conservative projection: 2,000 AADT opening year (3× ferry)

Medium-term: 4,500 AADT by Year 10 (comparable to Cleddau trajectory)

Objection 3: "Environmental concerns—ASSI designation"

Response:

1. Environmental designation does not preclude infrastructure:
Queensferry Crossing: Built across Special Protection Area

Øresund Bridge: Constructed through marine protected area

Numerous UK SSSIs have infrastructure crossing them

Requires comprehensive EIA and mitigation, not project abandonment

2. Carbon assessment favors bridge:

Construction carbon: ~40,000 tCO2e (one-time)

Annual operational savings: -2,650 tCO2e (ferry elimination + journey reduction)

Carbon payback: 15 years

50-year net benefit: -92,500 tCO2e

3. Modern design minimizes impact:

Elevated span maintains marine flow

Minimal seabed disruption

Construction timing avoiding sensitive seasons

Biodiversity net gain opportunities

4. DfI hasn't conducted environmental assessment:

Cannot claim environmental concerns without undertaking EIA

Refusal to conduct feasibility study prevents proper assessment

This is administrative obstruction, not environmental protection

Objection 4: "It's only a local transport movement"

Response:



1. Strategic characteristics:
Connects two council areas (Ards and North Down / Newry, Mourne and Down)

Links A2 and A20 classified roads (strategic network)

Enables emergency services coverage (strategic public service)

Unlocks economic development (strategic economic impact)

Creates regional connectivity (strategic spatial planning)

2. Comparators classified as strategic:

Foyle Bridge (Londonderry): Strategic designation

Craigavon Bridge: Strategic designation on same route

Numerous A-road bridges with lower traffic: Strategic designation

3. Misclassification has consequences:
Excludes SLC from Eastern Transport Plan 2035

Blocks access to strategic infrastructure funding

Prevents proper appraisal using strategic infrastructure criteria

Maintains circular logic: "not strategic because classified as local"

4. Eastern Transport Plan 2035 confirms strategic approach:

"ETP 2035 will be developed in a phased approach..."

Document explicitly includes strategic infrastructure pipeline

SLC meets all criteria but conspicuously absent

Administrative correction required

Objection 5: "Private sector hasn't come forward"

Response:

1. Private sector requires government partnership:
Infrastructure PPPs require public sector commitment

Government must complete business case and planning first

Market cannot engage without feasibility study and business case

DfI blocking feasibility study prevents private sector engagement

2. International precedents demonstrate PPP viability:
Confederation Bridge (Canada): 35-year private concession

Mersey Gateway: Public-private partnership

Øresund Bridge: Private finance with government guarantees

All required government-led business case first

3. Shared Island Fund provides public cornerstone:
€2 billion available 2025-2035

Co-funding requirement aligns with PPP model

25% Irish Government + 25% UK Government + 50% private = viable structure

But requires NI Executive engagement with Irish Government

4. UK Infrastructure Bank established 2021:
Specifically to support regional infrastructure PPPs

SLC would qualify as regional connectivity project

Cannot engage without government-approved business case

Conclusion on Objections: Every DfI objection is either:

1. Based on demonstrably inflated estimates



2. Circular reasoning (inadequate infrastructure proves inadequate demand)

3. Refutable by environmental precedents

4. Correctable through proper classification

5. Caused by DfI's own refusal to progress business case

None of these objections justify blocking feasibility study and proper appraisal.

Part 12: The Path Forward

Immediate Actions (2025)

1. Ministerial Engagement:

Minister Liz Kimmins (DfI): Request formal meeting to present evidence-based case

Secretary of State Hilary Benn: Escalate governance concerns requiring UK Government

intervention

Tánaiste Micheál Martin / Minister O'Gorman (Irish Government): Present SIF co-funding

proposal

2. Strategic Integration:

Eastern Transport Plan 2035: Formal submission for SLC inclusion during consultation

Local Development Plans: Coordinate with Ards and North Down / Newry, Mourne and Down
councils

Assembly Questions: Table MLAs questions requiring DfI to justify cost estimates and strategic

classification

3. Evidence Building:

Professional Cost Estimate: Commission independent QS assessment (£20-30k investment)

Demand Modeling: Transport consultancy demand forecast (£30-40k)

Economic Impact Assessment: Regional economic benefits analysis (£40-50k)

Total investment: £90-120k to produce unanswerable evidence base

Medium-Term Actions (2025-2026)

4. Governance Challenge:

Parliamentary Ombudsman: Complaint regarding DfI maladministration if no progress

NIAO (NI Audit Office): Request value-for-money assessment of ferry operation vs alternatives

Judicial Review: Last resort if DfI continues obstruction despite evidence

5. Political Mobilization:

Cross-party working group: Formalize support from DUP, Alliance, SDLP, Sinn Féin MLAs

Westminster engagement: Jim Shannon MP coordination on UK Government funding

Irish Oireachtas: Build support among TDs/Senators for SIF allocation

6. Public Campaign:

Media engagement: Regional and national coverage of evidence base

Community advocacy: Council resolutions from Ards and North Down / Newry, Mourne and Down

Business support: Local business community and Chamber of Commerce backing

Long-Term Pathway (2026-2031)

7. Business Case Development (2026-2027):



Outline Business Case: Strategic, economic, financial, commercial, management cases

Environmental Impact Assessment: Comprehensive EIA with public consultation

Public consultation: Formal engagement on design options and mitigation

8. Funding Assembly (2027-2028):

Shared Island Fund: £75M allocation (25% of Phase 1)

UK Government: £75M from infrastructure funds (25% of Phase 1)

Private sector: £100M PPP arrangement (33% of Phase 1)

Development contributions: £50M TIF and planning agreements (17% of Phase 1)

9. Consenting and Procurement (2028-2029):

Planning consent: 6-month timeline with pre-application engagement

Environmental consents: Marine licensing, protected species licenses

Procurement: Competitive tender using Madrid metro methodology (30% cost, 20% speed, 50%
technical merit)

Financial close: PPP contract execution

10. Construction and Opening (2029-2032):

Construction period: 24-36 months (based on HITRANS Corran study)

Opening: 2032 (7 years from 2025 decision point)

Part 13: Conclusion

The Opportunity

Strangford Lough Crossing represents transformational infrastructure that would:

Connect communities separated by inadequate ferry service

Unlock economic development constrained by poor connectivity

Enable emergency services 24/7 direct access

Support healthcare recruitment and service delivery

Boost tourism through enhanced accessibility

Deliver value for money with 2.3:1 to 4.3:1 benefit-cost ratio

The Obstruction

DfI has systematically blocked progress through:

Inflated cost estimates (£650M "guesstimate" vs £280-350M evidence-based)

Strategic misclassification (local transport movement vs strategic infrastructure)

Circular reasoning (inadequate infrastructure proves inadequate demand)

Refusal to conduct feasibility study (preventing proper assessment)

Governance failures (conflict of interest in decision-making)

The Evidence Base

This analysis has demonstrated:

Professional cost estimates validated by HITRANS study and international benchmarking

London Assembly Capital Funding Report validation of phased approach and cost reduction

potential

Cleddau Bridge precedent demonstrating 20× traffic growth vs stagnant ferry



Community support with 94% finding ferry service not fit for purpose

Cross-party political backing transcending traditional divisions

Environmental viability based on UK and international precedents

Financial sustainability through toll revenues and development contributions

The Path Forward

Success requires:

1. Strategic designation in Eastern Transport Plan 2035

2. Ministerial commitment to feasibility study and business case

3. Shared Island Fund engagement with Irish Government co-funding

4. Professional appraisal replacing DfI "guesstimates"

5. Phased delivery approach based on best practice

6. UK Government intervention if devolved administration continues obstruction

The Bottom Line

Infrastructure drives growth; growth does not wait for infrastructure.

The Cleddau Bridge wasn't built in response to demand—it was built to enable growth. That's why it
achieved 20× traffic growth over 49 years while Strangford Ferry remained stagnant.

Every year of further delay:

Costs £2.3M in ferry subsidies that could service bridge debt

Adds £6-15M to ultimate project cost through inflation

Maintains 83% avoidance rate and suppressed economic development

Denies communities the connectivity they deserve

The question is not whether SLC should be built—the evidence overwhelmingly supports it.

The question is whether DfI will continue obstructing, or whether Ministers will show leadership
and deliver the strategic infrastructure Northern Ireland needs.

Appendices

Appendix A: Key Documents and Sources

Project-Specific:

Strangford Ferry Service Strategic Review Report 2013 (DfI)

FOI Response DFI 2024-0366 (Mark McPeak correspondence)

FOI Response DOF 2024-0440 (ANNEX B & C)

Community Survey Results (458 responses, November 2024)

Traffic count data 2012-2023 (DfI)

Comparative Analysis:

HITRANS Corran Fixed Link Study (Scotland, 2024)

Cleddau Bridge traffic data 1975-2024 (Pembrokeshire County Council)

SLC/Cleddau Bridge comparison analysis

Policy Framework:

Eastern Transport Plan 2035 (DfI, in development)

Annex I NDP Sectoral Plan Shared Island (Irish Government, 2025)



Sub-Regional Economic Plan Technical Annex (DfE NI)

Active Travel Delivery Plan consultation document (DfI)

Best Practice:

"Euston we have a problem: Mind the funding gap" - London Assembly Budget and Performance
Committee, November 2025

National Infrastructure Commission: "Cost drivers of major infrastructure projects in the UK"
(October 2024)

Census and Demographic:

Newry, Mourne and Down Census Data 2021 v 2011

Ards and North Down Census Data 2021 v 2011

Health and Social:

RCN: "On the Frontline of the UK's Corridor Care Crisis"

Open letter to Health Minister Mike Nesbitt MLA (October 2024)

Social Connection and Worker Well-being (CDC)

Political Correspondence:

Hansard Assembly Debates (various dates, SLC mentions)

Correspondence with Minister Kimmins (DfI)

Correspondence with Secretary of State Hilary Benn

Irish Government responses (Taoiseach's office, Department of Transport)

Appendix B: Financial Model Summary

Phase 1 Capital Funding:

Source Amount Percentage

Shared Island Fund £75M 25%

UK Government £75M 25%

Private Finance (PPP) £100M 33%

Development Contributions £50M 17%

Total Phase 1 £300M 100%

50-Year Operating Projection:

Item Amount (NPV)

Toll Revenue £355-545M

Operating Costs -£60M

Phases 2-4 Capital -£85M

Development Contributions +£80-120M

Net Position +£15M to +£185M

Ferry Continuation (50 years):

Item Amount

Operating Subsidies -£115M

Vessel Replacement -£30M

Inflation Adjustment -£70M

Total Cost -£215M

Conclusion: Crossing achieves comparable or better financial performance while delivering
transformational benefits.



Appendix C: Timeline Comparison

Historic Delays:

1840s-1860s: Marquis of Downshire toll bridge proposals rejected

1928: Steel arch bridge proposal (£150,000) rejected

1959: Barrage/bridge scheme abandoned

2013: Strategic Review conducted but not actioned

2024: Still no progression (11 years later)

Realistic Delivery Timeline (from 2025 decision):

2025: Outline Business Case (10 months)

2025-2027: Pre-planning, design, EIA (18-24 months)

2027: Consenting (6 months)

2027-2029: Detailed design (15-18 months)

2029-2032: Construction (24-36 months)

2032: Opening (7 years from decision)

Comparison:

Cleddau Bridge: 1965 decision → 1975 opening (10 years, 1970s technology)

Queensferry Crossing: 2007 decision → 2017 opening (10 years, complex replacement)

Mersey Gateway: 2004 decision → 2017 opening (13 years including 2008 financial crisis delay)

SLC projected: 2025 decision → 2032 opening (7 years, modern construction methods)

Appendix D: Contact Information

Project Lead: Kevin Barry BSc(Hons) MRICS
Chartered Quantity Surveyor
Email: mail@kevinbarryqs.com
Phone: 07989 535225
Web: www.strangfordloughcrossing.org
Web: www.kevinbarryqs.com

Supporting Organizations:

Ards and North Down Borough Council

Newry, Mourne and Down District Council

Strangford Lough Ferry Users (community group)

Local business chambers and tourism operators

Political Representatives:

Jim Shannon MP (Strangford, DUP)

Michelle McIlveen MLA (Strangford, DUP)

Cross-party MLA working group (in development)
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