STRANGFORD LOUGH CROSSING

From 'Nice to Have' to Fiscal Necessity
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: THE FISCAL IMPERATIVE

In an era where Northern Ireland faces fundamental cost savings requirements with no subsidies
available, the Strangford Lough Crossing represents a rare opportunity: strategic infrastructure
that saves money while unlocking regional economic potential. Time costs money. Every year of
delay perpetuates a £2.3 million annual taxpayer subsidy for a ferry operating at 34% capacity
while denying your constituents economic parity with the rest of Northern Ireland.

THE FISCAL REALITY

e 30-year ferry cost to taxpayer: £70 million (£2.3m annual subsidy x 30 years)

e Bridge cost: £280-350 million with 50%+ Irish Government co-funding = £140-175m NI
cost

e Ferry operates at 34% capacity — paying full operational costs for one-third utilization

e Youth exodus: Educated young people forced to leave Peninsula for
education/employment opportunities, rarely returning until retirement — systematic
demographic brain drain removing most productive cohorts

e Ards & North Down: Lowest wages in NI (£450.10/week) yet highest tertiary education
(44.8%) — only possible with systematic youth outmigration

o DAl cost estimates inflated 398% above comparable projects (FOI: £1,083,333/m vs
£217,500/m)

e WebTAG appraisal methodology mandates suppressed demand analysis — DfI has never
conducted this

e Industrial action: 550 sailings cancelled 2023/24 — service unreliability compounds
constraint




TIME COSTS MONEY: THE CUMULATIVE COST OF DELAY

Every year without the Strangford Lough Crossing costs taxpayers £2.3 million in ferry subsidies
while perpetuating economic underperformance that prevents your constituents from achieving
wage parity with the rest of Northern Ireland. The boiling frog effect means this incremental
harm never triggers intervention — but the cumulative cost is devastating.

Quantified Opportunity Cost of Delay

Delay Period Ferry Subsidy Cost Foregone Growth Total Cost
5 years £11.5m ~£200m £211.5m

10 years £23m ~£600m £623m
30 years £70m ~£3.2-4.1bn

The Youth Exodus: Systematic Demographic Brain Drain

The ferry constraint creates a generational cycle of youth exodus that systematically removes the
Peninsula's most educated and economically productive cohorts. Young people must leave for
further education or mainland employment opportunities. Because the ferry creates an
insurmountable daily commuting barrier, most do not return until retirement age — if at all.

Empirical Evidence from Comparable Situations:

e HITRANS Corran Ferry Study (Scotland, comparable peninsula ferry): Limited employment
opportunities and requirement to move away for further and higher education means there is
often a brain drain of younger people. Whilst some may return after education, it is more
common for them not to return, or not to do so until they are reaching retirement age
themselves.

e ESRI Ireland-NI Demographic Analysis (2024): Northern Ireland youth NEET rates (not in
employment, education, or training) at 10.6% compared to Ireland 8.6% — indicating higher
youth disengagement and outmigration pressures

e Population growth divergence 2015-2024: Northern Ireland 3.9% vs Ireland 14.8% — NI
losing demographic competitive advantage, particularly among working-age population

e NI age structure: 18% aged 65+ (vs Ireland 15%) with old-age dependency ratio of 28.6 (vs
Ireland 23.6) — Northern Ireland demographic profile shows systematic loss of younger
cohorts

Your constituency evidence: Ards & North Down ranks 3rd of 11 LGDs for tertiary education
attainment (44.8% vs 39.7% NI average) yet ranks 11th of 11 for median wages
(£450.10/week, 15% below NI average). This profile is only possible if educated young people
systematically leave the Peninsula for mainland employment. The ferry prevents Peninsula



residents from commuting to higher-wage mainland jobs, and prevents mainland employers
from locating Peninsula-side due to workforce access constraints.

The Generational Impact:

e Age 18-22: Young people leave for university (Belfast, Dublin, GB universities)

e Age 22-30: Graduates seek employment mainland-side where opportunities exist

e Age 30-60: Established careers and family commitments prevent return to Peninsula
e Age 60+: Some return at retirement (no longer economically productive)

Result: The Peninsula systematically loses its 22-60 age cohort — precisely the demographic
that drives economic growth, business formation, innovation, and community vitality. This
creates a vicious cycle: youth exodus — aging population — declining services — reduced
economic activity — further youth exodus.

The Boiling Frog Effect: 50+ Years of Normalized Decline

The ferry has operated essentially unchanged since the 1960s. Wales upgraded their Cleddau
crossing to a permanent bridge in 1975 and achieved 20-fold traffic growth. We inherited their
obsolete ferry (the MV Portaferry) and accepted zero growth as normal. This is the boiling frog
effect: 50+ years of incremental economic constraint and demographic exodus that never triggers
intervention because the decline is gradual rather than sudden. But gradual decline over five
decades equals catastrophic cumulative loss of human capital and economic potential.



FISCAL CONSTRAINT: NO SUBSIDIES AVAILABLE

The Northern Ireland Executive faces fundamental budget pressures requiring cost savings
across all departments. The Barnett formula adjustments and UK Government fiscal
consolidation mean subsidies for economically unproductive infrastructure are untenable. This
context transforms the Strangford Lough Crossing evaluation:

The 30-Year Fiscal Comparison

Continue Ferry Subsidy Build Bridge (Shared Island Fund)

Costs:

£70m taxpayer subsidy over 30 years
Industrial action disruptions
Weather-dependent unreliability
349% capacity utilization inefficiency
Ongoing staff cost inflation
Perpetuates youth exodus cycle

Costs:

e £280-350m construction cost

e 50% Irish co-funding = £140-175m NI
e Minimal maintenance vs ferry ops

e Potential tolling revenue option

Economic Return:

ZERO economic growth (flat since 1975)
Perpetuates lowest wages in NI

No healthcare access improvement
Maintains regional inequality
Demographic exodus continues

Economic Return:

e £3.2-4.1bn value over 30 years
7,500-18,000 jobs by 2030

15-25% wage increase potential

24/7 emergency healthcare access
Reverses youth exodus - retains talent

NET: £70m cost, zero return

NET: Saves money, delivers
transformation

In an environment requiring fundamental cost savings, the ferry represents precisely the
kind of unproductive subsidy that must be eliminated. The bridge is not additional
spending - it is spending that eliminates ongoing subsidy while delivering measurable
economic returns and reversing demographic decline.




POST-TROUBLES ECONOMIC REBALANCING: UNFINISHED BUSINESS

The 1998 Good Friday Agreement ended the Troubles, but economic infrastructure development
requires long-term planning horizons that the conflict prevented. We are now 26 years into the
peace process. The infrastructure deficit from three decades of conflict must be systematically
addressed.

The Peace Process Infrastructure Deficit

During the Troubles (1968-1998), major infrastructure investment was constrained by security
considerations, uncertainty, and limited long-term planning. The result: Northern Ireland
systematically underinvested in regional connectivity infrastructure while Great Britain built
motorway networks, upgraded transport corridors, and connected peripheral regions.

The Strangford Lough Crossing represents exactly the kind of regional connectivity
infrastructure that should have been addressed in the 1990s-2000s as part of post-conflict
economic normalization. Instead, it remains trapped in pre-peace process thinking.

Context: The Cleddau Bridge in Wales was built in 1975. The Oresund Bridge connecting
Denmark and Sweden opened in 2000. The Severn Crossing (now Prince of Wales Bridge)
opened in 1996. These jurisdictions built transformational regional infrastructure while
Northern Ireland was constrained by the Troubles. We are 26 years into peace and still
operating 1960s-era ferry infrastructure. This is the unfinished business of post-conflict
economic development.

Cross-Border Infrastructure as Peace Dividend

The Irish Government Shared Island Fund (2 billion euro to 2035) exists precisely because the
peace process creates opportunities for cross-border infrastructure cooperation that were
impossible during the conflict. The Narrow Water Bridge, Ulster Canal restoration, and AS
Western Transport Corridor represent this strategic shift. The Strangford Lough Crossing fits this
framework perfectly - cross-border funding for infrastructure that addresses regional economic
imbalances perpetuated by decades of under-investment.



UK TRANSPORT APPRAISAL GUIDANCE (WebTAG): THE MISSING ANALYSIS

UK Department for Transport WebTAG methodology represents the authoritative framework for
transport infrastructure appraisal. DfI claims to follow WebTAG guidance. The evidence
demonstrates they have not applied it properly to the Strangford Lough Crossing.

WebTAG Requirements Dfl Has Not Met

1. Suppressed Demand Analysis (WebTAG Unit M2)

WebTAG Unit M2 (Variable Demand Modelling) explicitly requires analysis of suppressed
demand when existing infrastructure operates at or near capacity constraints. The ferry operates
at 34% of maximum capacity, but this represents artificial constraint, not market equilibrium.
WebTAG methodology would analyze: (a) What demand would exist without ferry capacity
constraints? (b) What demand would emerge from reduced journey times? (c¢) What induced
demand would result from improved reliability? DfI has conducted NONE of this analysis.

2. Wider Economic Impacts (WebTAG Unit A2.2)

WebTAG Unit A2.2 requires assessment of wider economic impacts beyond standard user
benefits, including: agglomeration benefits (improved connectivity increases business
productivity), labour market impacts (access to employment opportunities), and output change in
imperfectly competitive markets. The NI Executive Sub-Regional Economic Plan documents
that Ards & North Down has lowest wages yet highest education - precisely the labour market
disconnection that WebTAG wider economic impacts methodology would capture. The
systematic youth exodus is a direct wider economic impact that WebT AG methodology would
quantify.

3. Distributional Impact Appraisal (WebTAG Unit A4.2)

WebTAG Unit A4.2 requires distributional impact analysis to assess how transport investments
affect different social groups and regions. The documented regional inequality (lowest wages in
NI, limited healthcare access, economic constraint from connectivity barrier, youth exodus)
makes distributional impact analysis critical. DfI dismisses the project without this analysis.

4. Options Appraisal (WebTAG Unit M1)

WebTAG Unit M1 requires systematic options appraisal comparing multiple scenarios including
do-minimum, do-something, and do-maximum alternatives. DfI has never conducted proper
options appraisal comparing: (a) Continue ferry subsidy, (b) Enhanced ferry service, (c¢) Fixed
link bridge, (d) Tunnel alternative. The department dismisses fixed link options without
completing the comparative analysis WebTAG methodology requires.

Critical point: DfI claims there is ""no economic justification" for feasibility study. But
WebTAG methodology exists precisely to establish whether economic justification exists. DfI



refuses to apply the analytical framework specifically designed to answer the question they
claim has already been answered.

Comparable Projects Used WebTAG Framework
Major UK transport infrastructure projects that applied proper WebTAG appraisal:

e Mersey Gateway Bridge (2017) - full WebTAG appraisal including wider economic impacts

e Northern Line Extension (London) - comprehensive suppressed demand analysis

e Aberdeen Western Peripheral Route - distributional impact appraisal for regional
connectivity

e HITRANS Corran Fixed Link Study (Scotland) - explicitly addressed ferry replacement
using WebTAG

The Corran Fixed Link Study in Scotland is directly comparable. HITRANS commissioned
independent WebTAG-compliant appraisal for a ferry replacement crossing similar scale
to Strangford Lough. The methodology included suppressed demand analysis, wider
economic impacts, labour market accessibility benefits, and distributional impacts. This is
precisely what DfI refuses to commission.



THE ECONOMIC REALITY: REGIONAL INEQUALITY AND YOUTH FLIGHT

NI Executive Sub-Regional Economic Plan Evidence (October 2024)

The NI Executive Sub-Regional Economic Plan explicitly recognizes persistent regional
imbalances as a strategic policy failure requiring intervention. Ards & North Down represents
the clearest case of connectivity-constrained economic underperformance with systematic youth
exodus as the causal mechanism:

Ards & North Down Ranking Value / Context

Median Weekly Wages 11th of 11 LGDs 11th of 11 LGDs
(£450.10/week, 15% below NI average
£528.90)

Labour Productivity 10th of 11 LGDs 10th of 11 LGDs (£51,027
output per job vs £55,364 NI average)
Tertiary Education Attainment 3rd of 11 LGDs 3rd of 11 LGDs (44.8% vs
39.7% NI average)

Wage Growth Rate 2019-2023 Ist of 11 LGDs 1st of 11 LGDs (29.5% -
highest in Northern Ireland)

THE WAGE GROWTH PARADOX EXPLAINED
Why does Ards & North Down have both LOWEST wages and HIGHEST growth?

The Pattern:

e Lowest absolute wages: £450.10/week (11th of 11 LGDs)

e Highest wage growth rate: 29.5% 2019-2023 (1st of 11 LGDs)

e 3rd highest tertiary education: 44.8% (capability exists)

e Resident wages £49.90 HIGHER than workplace wages (commuter premium)

The Explanation:
This pattern only makes sense if there is partial access to higher-wage opportunities
constrained by infrastructure:

WHO ACHIEVES WAGE GROWTH:

e Peninsula residents who successfully commute to Belfast via the A20 or to
Downpatrick/Newry and beyond using the ferry (£49.90 premium proves this)

e Workers who can tolerate unreliable ferry schedules/capacity constraints

e New Peninsula businesses paying competitive wages to attract/retain educated workforce

e Remote workers accessing mainland employment without daily commute

WHO REMAINS AT LOW ABSOLUTE WAGES:
e Peninsula-based employment constrained by local market size/accessibility




e Workers unable to reliably commute due to ferry capacity (34% utilization = hard
ceiling) and must use the A20 and compound the traffic chaos around Newtownards, as
reported recently

e Young people who leave Peninsula entirely rather than face ferry constraint
(demographic exodus)

e Businesses unable to access mainland markets/workforce at scale

The Critical Evidence:

Ards & North Down wage growth (29.5%) EXCEEDED even Belfast's growth (25.2%)
despite Belfast having 32% higher baseline wages. This proves the growth is NOT simply
"low baseline effect" - it represents genuine economic momentum being partially released
through whatever ferry capacity exists.

What This Proves for Bridge Case:

e 29.5% wage growth achieved WITH ferry constraint (4 years)

e Bridge removes constraint entirely

e Reasonable projection: Additional 15-25% wage increase within 5-10 years post-
bridge

e Convergence trajectory: £450.10 to £528.90 (NI average) achievable within decade

Sub-Regional Economic Plan Quote:

Low productivity persists despite strong performance on educational qualification indicators which
may reflect a large proportion of the working population in the area commuting to Belfast for work.
This is supported by the fact that the area has one of the largest differences in median weekly wages
between those who reside in the area compared to those who work there.

Translation: The wage differential (£49.90 resident premium) proves Peninsula
residents CAN achieve higher wages when they access mainland employment. The
ferry permits this for some but prevents it for most. The 29.5% growth rate shows
what happens when even partial access exists. Permanent bridge would unlock
systematic wage convergence by removing the infrastructure bottleneck constraining
the majority.




THE CLEDDAU BRIDGE PRECEDENT: SUPPRESSED DEMAND EVIDENCE

WebTAG Unit M2 requires suppressed demand analysis. The Cleddau Bridge provides empirical
evidence of suppressed demand that DfI refuses to acknowledge:

Metric Cleddau Bridge Strangford Ferry
Year 1 (1975) 885,900 237,250 (2024)
Year 49 (2024) 4,745,000 237,250
Growth Factor 20x growth ZERO growth

This is empirical suppressed demand evidence. Ferry capacity constraints prevented traffic
growth AND demographic retention. The MV Portaferry ferry (which originated from
Cleddau in 1975 when Wales built their bridge) represents frozen 1960s-era capacity while
Wales achieved transformational growth and demographic retention through permanent
infrastructure.




WHAT MLAs MUST DO: FIVE CRITICAL INTERVENTIONS

1. Demand WebTAG-Compliant Appraisal

Table Assembly questions requiring Infrastructure Minister to confirm whether DfI has
conducted WebTAG-compliant appraisal including: (a) Suppressed demand analysis (Unit M2),
(b) Wider economic impacts assessment (Unit A2.2), (¢) Distributional impact appraisal (Unit
A4.2), (d) Systematic options appraisal (Unit M1). If not, demand immediate commissioning of
independent WebTAG-compliant feasibility study.

2. Challenge Cost Manipulation Through FOI Evidence

Use FOI-obtained evidence showing DfI cost estimates of £650 million (£1,083,333/metre)
versus comparable project evidence (Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy Bridge £217,500/metre, Narrow
Water Bridge similar scale). Demand independent professional quantity surveying cost
verification, not internal DfI scaling calculations FOI evidence shows were "guesstimates."

3. Frame as Fiscal Necessity Not Additional Spending

In all public statements and Assembly interventions, emphasize: This is not additional spending
competing with other priorities. This eliminates £70 million 30-year ferry subsidy while
delivering economic transformation and reversing youth exodus. In fiscal constraint environment
requiring cost savings, the ferry subsidy is precisely the unproductive expenditure that must be
replaced with infrastructure that generates economic returns and demographic retention.

4. Engage Shared Island Fund as Post-Troubles Infrastructure Priority

Publicly frame SLC as post-conflict economic development priority eligible for Shared Island
Fund co-funding. The Tanaiste office has indicated openness. Demand DfI engage with Irish
Government on 50%+ co-funding similar to Narrow Water Bridge (progressing to construction),
Ulster Canal, and A5 Western Transport Corridor (600 million euro Irish commitment). Position
this as completing the unfinished infrastructure development prevented by three decades of
conflict.

5. Establish Cross-Party WebTAG Compliance Working Group

Given unprecedented cross-party support (DUP Jim Shannon MP, Sinn Fein Chris Hazzard MP,
Alliance, SDLP), establish formal working group with specific mandate: Ensure Dfl compliance
with UK Government WebTAG appraisal methodology for strategic transport infrastructure.
This removes partisan framing and positions MLAs as enforcing established UK Government
assessment standards rather than advocating for local project.



CONCLUSION: FISCAL NECESSITY MEETS STRATEGIC OPPORTUNITY

The convergence of circumstances makes the Strangford Lough Crossing evaluation uniquely
urgent:

e Fiscal constraint requires eliminating unproductive subsidies

e Ferry represents £70 million 30-year taxpayer cost with zero economic return

e Youth exodus systematically removes most educated, productive cohorts

e Demographic brain drain perpetuates regional inequality across generations

e Post-Troubles era (26 years into peace) requires addressing infrastructure deficits

e Irish Government Shared Island Fund (2 billion euro to 2035) offers 50%+ co-funding

e WebTAG appraisal methodology exists but DfI refuses to apply it

e Suppressed demand, wider economic impacts, distributional analysis never conducted

¢ Cleddau Bridge empirical evidence: 20-fold growth vs zero growth

e Boiling frog effect: 50+ years of normalized decline and youth flight prevents intervention

Time costs money. Every year of delay costs £2.3 million in ferry subsidy plus foregone
economic growth plus continued youth exodus. In an environment requiring fundamental
cost savings with no subsidies available, the ferry subsidy represents precisely the
unproductive expenditure that fiscal responsibility demands eliminating.

The Strangford Lough Crossing is not additional spending. It is investment that eliminates
ongoing subsidy while delivering transformation and reversing demographic decline. It is
not a "nice to have'" amenity. It is fiscal necessity meeting strategic opportunity in post-
conflict economic development context.

The only question is whether MLAs will accept DfI institutional resistance to proper
WebTAG-compliant appraisal or demand evidence-based evaluation using the UK
Government methodology specifically designed for this purpose - before another generation of
young people is forced to leave.

For WebTAG methodology briefings, FOI documentation, professional cost analysis, and technical
evidence packages:

Kevin Barry BSc¢ (Hons) MRICS | Chartered Quantity Surveyor



Email: mail@kevinbarrygs.com | Web: www.strangfordloughcrossing.org

All claims referenced to: UK DfT WebTAG Units M1, M2, A2.2, A4.2; NI Executive Sub-Regional Economic Plan
(October 2024); FOI DF1/2024-0366, DFI1/2024-0412; Dfl TOF-0467-2025; Cleddau Bridge Authority data; Rose
Fitzgerald Kennedy Bridge project data; Irish Government NDP Review (July 2025); HITRANS Corran Fixed Link
Study (Scotland); ESRI Ireland-NI Demographics 2024
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