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5. ALTERNATIVES   

 

5.1 Introduction  

 

5.1.1 Schedule 4 of the 1999 Regulations sets out the information that should be included in an ES.  

Paragraph 2 of Part 1 states that an ES should include “an outline of the main alternatives 

studied by the applicant and an indication of the main reasons for his choice, taking into account 

the environmental effects”.   

 

5.1.2 The following section of the ES provides an outline of the main alternatives studied and reasons 

for choices in influencing their de-selection.   

 

5.1.3 A noted in Chapter 1 a number of problems in Halton are caused by the existing access 

constraints across the SJB and the resulting negative effects on accessibility, social deprivation 

and economics.  A summary of these issues is provided in Table 5.1 below. 

 

Table 5.1 - Summary of Current Issues within Halton 

 
Issue Description  

High demand for cross River trips through Halton compared with the available 

crossing capacity provided on the SJB (design capacity is currently 65,000 vpd, 

however flows regularly exceed 80,000 vpd).   

Unreliable public transport and road traffic service due to the frequent delays 

and disruption on the SJB. 

Accessibility  

Perceived and actual dangers associated with cross River pedestrian and cycle 

access (Section 4.5). 

Deprivation within Halton (more details are provided at Chapter 4 and 20 of this 

ES) 

Socio-economic 

Regeneration being constrained by access.  The inability of the local highway 

and public transport networks to perform reliably is affecting economic 

development and investment in Halton. 

Network Resilience The SJB is a source of network weakness – it has a considerable on-going 

maintenance programme to ensure that it can remain operational and its peak-

hour capacity has been exceeded with resultant peak spreading.  The M56 to 

the south of the Borough links West Cheshire and North Wales with 

Manchester. The M62 to the north links Merseyside to Manchester and to 

Yorkshire.  The M53 to the west links North Wales and Cheshire to the Wirral 

and Liverpool City Centre via the Mersey Tunnels.  The M6 to the east is the 

main arterial route between the north-west region and the rest of the country. 

The SJB, lying centrally on the A553, linking the M56 and the M62 is a key 

component of the strategic highway network. Whilst not part of the trunk road 

network it serves to provide a degree of network resilience when other Mersey 

Crossings experience incidents and has local and regional significance but is 

not, in itself, resilient.  

 

5.1.4 A number of studies exploring potential alternatives to solve those problems outlined in Table 

5.1 have been explored in detail since 1978, as listed in Table 5.2 and Figure 5.1. 

 

Table 5.2 -  Historic Feasibility Studies 

 
Study Title Date Client Consultant 

Proposed Second Runcorn-Widnes 
Bridge – Initial Feasibility Report 

Feb 
‘78 

Cheshire 
County 
Council  

Mott, Hay Anderson 

Mersey Crossing Study Survey 
Report 

Apr 
‘92 

Department  of 
Transport 

Transport Planning Associates 
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Study Title Date Client Consultant 

Mersey Crossing Study – Final 
Summary Report 

Sep 
‘93 

Department  of 
Transport 

Oscar Faber TPA 

Mersey Crossing Study – Stage 1 
Report 

Jun 
‘97 

Mersey 
Crossing 
Group 

Oscar Faber TPA 

Stage 2 Environmental Assessment 
for New Mersey Crossing 

Mar 
‘98 

Mersey 
Crossing 
Group 

RPS 

(for Oscar Faber) 

Economic Impact of Second Runcorn 
Bridge 

Sep 
‘98 

Mersey 
Crossing 
Group 

Liverpool Macroeconomic Research 

New Mersey Crossing Study – Stage 
2 Report  

Mar 
‘99 

Mersey 
Crossing 
Group 

Oscar Faber 

Second Mersey Crossing at Runcorn 
– Review of Options 

Jun 
‘99 

Halton 
Borough 
Council 

Mott MacDonald 

Mersey Crossing Study – Integrated 
Transport Solution Volumes One, 
Two and Three 

May 
‘00 

Mersey 
Crossing 
Group 

W S Atkins 

Mersey Crossing Sep 
‘00 

Halton 
Borough 
Council 

KPMG 

Major Scheme Appraisal  Jul 
2001 

Halton 
Borough 
Council 

Gifford 

Major Scheme Appraisal  Nov 

2004 

Halton 
Borough 
Council 

Gifford  

 

Figure 5.1 – Timeline for development of Alternatives 

 

 
 

5.1.5 Alternatives studied within the reports listed in Table 5.2 are discussed below, together with a 

summary of the reasons why they were not selected.   
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5.2 Proposed Second Runcorn-Widnes Bridge – Initial Feasibility Report 

 

5.2.1 As table 5.2 demonstrates, solutions to reduce traffic congestion across the River have been 

under consideration since 1978 when Cheshire County Council commissioned a survey to 

determine the feasibility for a second crossing of the River.  The alignment considered by 

Cheshire County Council at this time was for new a crossing to be constructed between the SJB 

and railway bridges.  At the time it was concluded that a bridge alongside the existing structure 

in the Runcorn Gap was feasible.  However, for the purposes of the Project the principle of a 

second crossing was established, albeit that other alternatives were subsequently re-examined 

as set out below.   

 

5.3 Department of Transport Studies  

 

5.3.1 In 1991 The Department of Transport (DOT) undertook the Mersey Crossing Study (see Table 

5.2) to identify whether, and if so where, there was a need to provide additional strategic 

highway capacity across the River to the west of the M6 (DOT, 1992 and 1993).  A Planning 

Proposal and Constraints Map was produced to identify the major engineering, planning and 

environmental features in the area and served as a basis for the development and assessment 

of 12 possible route options (as shown on Figure 5.2).   

 

Figure 5.2 - Department for Transport Alternatives (1991)  

 

 
 

5.3.2 These options were subjected to a preliminary traffic, environmental, engineering and economic 

assessment in order to eliminate those options which would not be feasible.  Five options (as 

shown on Figures 5.3 to 5.7 below) were considered feasible and were therefore investigated in 

more detail, with a rigorous consideration of the geological, engineering, environmental, traffic 

and economic factors as discussed below.  These five options were: 

 

a. Option One: Speke to Hooton; 

b. Option Two: M57 to A562 Link Road to Frodsham; 

c. Option Three: M57 to A562 Link Road to Runcorn West; 

d. Option Five: Runcorn to Widnes Bridge; and  

e. Option Six: Widnes Eastern Bypass to Runcorn. 
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5.3.3 Other options were not considered further.   

 

Option One: Speke to Hooton  

 

5.3.4 Option one (Figure 5.3) comprised a new 4.9km low level bridge rising to a high level to cross 

the Manchester Ship Canal, crossing between Speke and Hooton, requiring an upgrade to the 

existing roads and junctions and provision of new junctions which would provide access to the 

bridge.   

 

Figure 5.3 - Option One: Speke to Hooton  

 

 
 

5.3.5 Environmental mitigation measures were considered to be required to minimise the effect on the 

ecology of the River.  These were considered to be expensive and probably difficult to 

implement.   

 

5.3.6 This new crossing was considered to attract a large amount of relatively short distance, local 

traffic, which would otherwise use the Mersey Tunnels.  Traffic flows and hence toll revenue in 

the tunnels was estimated to be approximately halved.  This option was considered to be of 

limited significance as a strategic route and would not attract sufficient traffic from the SJB to 

overcome the predicted problems of traffic congestion here.  As a result option one was not 

considered to be a satisfactory solution for either local or strategic traffic.   

 

5.3.7 This option would cross the River at its widest part, where it was predicted to have a substantial 

negative effect on the Estuary’s flow regime and wildlife passing through what is now the 

Mersey Estuary Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), Special Protection Area (SPA), 

Ramsar and European Marine Site (at the time the SPA, Ramsar and European Marine sites 

were proposed for designation).  It was also considered to have a major visual effect. 

 

5.3.8 It was however considered that this crossing would produce substantial travel distance savings 

and time savings, particularly for the large volumes of local traffic between Ellesmere Port and 

Liverpool and some Wirral to Liverpool traffic, which in 1993 travelled out of its way via the 

Mersey Tunnels.  Thus although this option was not considered to solve the major problems of 
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inadequate capacity at the SJB, it was considered to have the potential to produce large 

economic benefits.   

 

5.3.9 It was considered that option one would reduce the need for the widening of the M56 which was 

proposed at the time of the assessment. 

 

5.3.10 Option one could improve access to Liverpool Airport and could therefore assist in its future 

development and expansions.  However, it would not be ideally located for this.   

 

5.3.11 Tolls on option one were investigated as part of this study.  This indicated that should it be 

tolled, traffic demand on this new crossing would reduce by up to 60%, but if the SJB were also 

to be tolled it would become financially viable.   

 

Option Two: M57 to A562 Link Road to Frodsham  

 

5.3.12 Option two (Figure 5.4) would comprise a new 5.3km low-level crossing on an extended M70-

A562 link road to connect directly with the M56, rising to cross the Manchester Ship Canal at 

high level.  It would require the upgrading of existing roads and junctions and the provision of 

new junctions to provide access to the new crossing, along with widening of the M56 between 

Junction 15 and the new crossing.   

 

Figure 5.4 - Option Two:  M57 to A562 Link Road to Frodsham 

 

 
 

5.3.13 It was considered that environmental mitigation measures to minimise the effect on the ecology 

of the River would be expensive and probably difficult to implement.   

 

5.3.14 It was anticipated that this option would provide a good quality, direct connection between the 

M56 and M62, which would attract long distance strategic traffic.  It was considered that this 

option would provide good relief to the SJB so that by 2016 conditions would be similar to those 

in 1993.  With its direct connections to the motorway network it was envisaged that it would 

segregate strategic and local traffic movements and would be the ideal location for a new River 

crossing.  It was also concluded that option two would provide good access to Liverpool Airport.   
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5.3.15 Option two was considered to have substantial negative effects on the River’s flow regime and 

the wildlife of the Estuary (passing through the SSSI and, at the time, the proposed SPA, and 

Ramsar site).  It was also anticipated that this option would have a major visual effect on 

ecology and the rural environment.   

 

5.3.16 The 1993 study indicated that option two would produce substantial travel savings for travellers 

and so, despite its high cost, would be economically worthwhile.  It was considered that option 

two would be viable for private funding if tolls were permitted on both the new crossing and the 

SJB.  

 

Option Three: M57 to A562 Link Road to Runcorn West 

  

5.3.17 Option three (Figure 5.5) consisted of a new crossing from the M57 to A562 Link Road to 

Runcorn West requiring upgrading of existing roads and junctions, provisions of new junctions 

which would provide access to the new bridge and widening of the M56 (J12 to J15).   

 

Figure 5.5 - Option Three:  A562 Link Road to Runcorn West 

 

 
 

5.3.18 It was estimated that environmental mitigation measures required to minimise effects on the 

ecology of the River would be expensive and probably difficult to implement.   

 

5.3.19 It was considered that this option would provide good relief to the SJB but would attract less 

traffic than other options considered.  The Runcorn Expressway section would be operating 

close to capacity and would continue to carry a significant proportion of local traffic.  

Consequently speeds and travelling conditions were considered to be less than ideal.  The 

study indicated that engineering constraints would make it difficult to provide access from 

northern parts of Runcorn and consequently movements to the SJB would be slightly restricted 

so that by 2016 conditions would be worse than those predicted in 1993.   

 

5.3.20 Similarly, to options one and two, option three would pass over the designations within the 

Estuary.  However, the effect on the wildlife and environment of the Estuary was anticipated to 

be less severe than the other options due to its short span.  The studies also indicated that 
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increased traffic flows and up-graded roads and junctions would increase traffic nuisance in 
some urban parts of Runcorn.   

 
5.3.21 As with other options it was considered that, in order to be successful as a private sector tolled 

crossing, this option would need to be tolled in combination with the SJB. 
 
Option Five: Runcorn to Widnes Bridge 

 
5.3.22 Option five (Figure 5.6) would comprise a crossing parallel and adjacent to the SJB providing a 

total of four lanes in each direction with associated improvements to the existing roads and 
junctions and widening of the M56 (Junction 12 to 15).  

 
Figure 5.6 - Option Five:  Runcorn to Widnes Bridge  

 

 
 

5.3.23 The study suggested that this option would ease congestion on the SJB so that 2016 levels 
would be similar or only marginally worse than levels predicted for 1993.   

 
5.3.24 It was considered that this option would have a relatively neutral effect on wildlife and the rural 

environment.  The main effects would be experienced by residents of Runcorn living close to the 
bridge who would be affected by increased noise and air pollution.  
 

5.3.25 It was anticipated that this option could be financially viable as a privately financed toll operated 
bridge with the tolling of the existing SJB. 

 
Option Six: Widnes Eastern Bypass – Runcorn  

 
5.3.26 Option six (Figure 5.7) would comprise a 2.6km crossing from the Widnes Eastern Bypass to 

the A558/A538 Runcorn Central and Eastern Expressways with upgrades to the existing roads 
and junctions and widening of the M56 (Junction 12 to 15). 
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