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Dear Sir/Madam
 
Objection to A55 Knock Road Widening Scheme
Trunk Road Order, Stopping Up Order, Environmental Statement and associated documents.
 
On 11 and 18 Nov 2009, DRD advertised a Public Exhibition on this Scheme being held 18/19 Nov, and seeking comments by 31 Dec 2009.  Many DRD documents did not appear on DRD’s website until some days later.  This is an inadequate period of time for a consultation over a holiday period.  It is contrary to the Cabinet Office’s published best practice that twelve weeks should be allowed for consultation, and that consultation should take place at a point when there is opportunity to influence the outcome.
 
We object to the limited timescale and opportunity afforded to consider the impact on our family.
 
We are not traffic engineers, and much of the documentation is unintelligible to us, nevertheless, in the limited time available, we have the following concerns and wish to object to the Scheme in its current form.
 
What is the need for this scheme?
 
The Department has concluded that the stretch of Knock Road between Brooklyn and Sandown Road is the reason for slow journey times on the A55 between Belmont Road and Sandown Road junctions.  It has not provided adequate justification for its conclusion.  We have observed that the bottlenecks are the ineffective and inefficient traffic management arrangements at the junctions of Knock Road with Upper Newtownards Road, and with Kings Road where traffic frequently waits several traffic light cycles to progress in either direction.
 
In contrast, Knock Road traffic normally passes through the Sandown Road junction with a maximum wait of a single traffic light cycle.  Therefore this stretch of road is NOT the bottleneck.

The safety hazards on this stretch typically result in road traffic collisions at Shandon Park/Knock Road.  Better signage to clarify right of way, and improved light sequences could reduce traffic conflicts and collisions.
 
Lack of effective consultation with residents
 
There is little evidence, either in print or in action, that DRD has considered residents’ concerns that the scheme will impact a wider area than the immediate environs of the Knock Road.  For the June 2006 exhibition, DRD ‘letter dropped’ only to properties on or immediately adjacent to Knock Road, and few residents were aware of it.  DRD then unilaterally discounted all published options and selected a new option D which has never been subject to consultation.  This has been worked up at substantial cost and DRD now presents it as a fait accompli.  DRD has not altered any aspect of the scheme to address concerns about the increased volume of traffic that this will bring to our area, with the attendant increase in noise, pollution, general inconvenience and risk to public safety.
 
Traffic modelling / impact of the scheme on the wider area
 
Due to the congestion at Knock Road junctions with Upper Newtownards Road and with Kings Road, motorists seek other routes to and from Dundonald, Comber and North Down.  In the morning peak hour, droves of motorists divert via Kings Road, and Kingsway Park converging onto Kensington Road at the Gilnahirk Road, traversing along Kensington Road, Shandon Park and to a lesser extent, Cherryvalley Park/Cherryvalley to join the Knock Road.  All residential Roads in the Cherryvalley, Kensington, Shandon area suffer this rat-running traffic to some degree, with up to 600 vehicles in the peak A.M. hour using Shandon Park to reach Knock Road.
 
In the afternoons, traffic from the schools at Gilnahirk Road, uses the same routes to reach Knock Road.
 
It is crucial to note that traffic is prohibited from turning right off Knock Road onto Shandon Park in the morning and evening rush hours.  Turning right off Knock Road onto Kensington Road and Cherryvalley is unattractive to motorists due to the current design of those junctions.  DRD proposes to facilitate right-turns at these junctions 24 hours a day, light-controlled at Shandon Park.  We contend that motorists seeking a return route home to North Down will switch their routes to return through our area in the evening rush hour.
 
In the morning rush hour, school bound traffic will avail of the right turn facilities.
 
DRD presents the right turn facilities as benefits to residents of the area.  In fact they are disadvantages due to the increased commuter traffic they will bring.  DRD officials at the Exhibition were questioned about the rush-hour impact.  They considered that the only increase in traffic using Shandon Park will be a small number of motorists who currently turn right off Knock Road onto Kensington Road and Cherryvalley and who would turn onto Shandon Park at the proposed 24 hour right turn traffic-light controlled junction instead.  They expect a slight increase in volume on Shandon Park, and that the volume of traffic using Kensington Road and Cheryvalley will reduce.  They expect no other additional traffic will be attracted from routes further afield.
 
In our opinion, DRD officials are wrong.  Traffic currently using routes outside this area will be attracted into it to use the proposed light-controlled 24-hour right turn facilities.  We contend that this will double the flow of traffic in the morning and evening rush hours.
 
DRD states that it would be ‘disproportionate’ to enhance their traffic models to accurately model the changes in traffic flows.  Potentially this will affect 5000 residents and it is not acceptable to conduct inadequate analysis of the impact of the scheme.
 
The roads in this area are residential and are not designed for this volume of peak hour traffic, never mind increased volumes.  In particular, Kensington Road is of poor quality, just over four metres wide, with a single footway less than one metre wide.  Sightlines are already inadequate for the current volume and speed of traffic.  For comparison, this road is narrower than DRD considers necessary for the footways on the Knock Road!  According to the Design Manual for Roads and Bridges (DMRB) this road is narrower than a road required to service 200 households (5.5 metres road plus 2 metres footway).  So it is already over-saturated many-fold at peak hour.  The design of the scheme will further overload the residential network, and sooner or later a motorist, or a pedestrian, will be killed or seriously injured as a consequence.
 
The proposed Ascot Link will bring further traffic to Shandon Park.  DRD has already calculated that Shandon Park is 105% saturated at peak hour and has calculated that the Ascot link will increase the saturation point to 148%.  This is unacceptable.  It will also present another junction in close proximity to the Knock Road/Shandon Park junction, with potential adverse impact on safety.
 
Furthermore, Ascot Link will be built on a steep incline, with a straight run down to Shandon Park.  In icy weather or other adverse conditions, there will be inadequate grip for uphill and downhill traction, with the risk that vehicles will slide out of control and collide with traffic on Shandon Park.
 
DRD’s primitive traffic modelling has been undermined by the modelling method employed.  The baseline traffic flows on Shandon Park were made during the a.m. peak hour when right turn facilities from Knock Road onto Shandon Park are prohibited.  Unsurprisingly, a count of zero was noted for this manoeuvre, and other prohibited right turn manoeuvres.  Thus both the peak hour flows and the daily flows (which DRD calculates by multiplying peak hour by a factor of ten) are seriously underestimated.  Its traffic modelling conclusions have therefore been reached on a completely fallacious basis, ignoring a complete stream of traffic, sufficient to undermine the whole thrust of its traffic modelling.
 
At the request of a resident in 2007, DRD carried out an electronic count of vehicles traversing Kensington Road.  However that survey was carried out during school half-term break when traffic flow is lighter than average and therefore that assessment was also flawed.
 
DRD has seriously underestimated the potential impact of the right turn facilities on the Cherryvalley, Kensington and Shandon area and immediate steps must be taken to undertake a more thorough Environmental Assessment and redesign to ameliorate the negative effects before a decision on the scheme is reached.
 
Dangerous right turns

Motorists wishing to exit Kensington Road and Cherryvalley by turning right onto Knock Road will now have to negotiate five lanes of traffic.  In our opinion, this does not improve safety aspects.

Scope of Environmental Statement
 
We are struck by the number of government bodies and voluntary bodies consulted during the preparation of the Environmental Statement, some forty bodies.  None of them represent residents, or persons affected, other than a limited number of residents whose lands or access rights are being vested.
 
The Environmental Statement seems to be based upon the premise that the scheme exists and is assessed in isolation, neither impacting nor being impacted by anything outside the narrow bands either side of the carriageway.  We have demonstrated above that our area will be adversely impacted.  DRD has not assessed the Environmental impact of the changes that will be brought about by the scheme, primarily the increase in commuter traffic through the adjacent residential areas. This will bring traffic, noise, vibration, air pollution, disruption to quality of life and peaceful enjoyment of our properties.  Most importantly this will bring serious safety risks to residents, elderly and school children, of which there are many in this area, and to motorists as the consequence of increased traffic along unsuitable residential roads.
 
The Environmental Statement is inadequate and must be revised to quantify this secondary impact.
 
Non compliant with policy
 
DRD has a duty to comply with Belfast Metropolitan Transport Plan (BMTP) and the Regional Transportation Strategy (RTS) that commit to protecting residential areas.  BMTP commitments include “the application of traffic management measures on the non-strategic highway network to reduce the negative impact of traffic with particular emphasis on residential areas” nor “creating Home Zones supported by 20mph speed limits”.  (In fact there are 2000 such zones in GB incorporating average speed cameras).  BMTP refers to traffic management measures being used to discourage all but essential traffic from using particular roads.  It seeks to improve travel safety and independence for young people by using traffic management to reduce the amount of traffic passing through residential area.  It commits to switching traffic from local routes to the strategic network, alleviating traffic levels in residential areas, reducing noise, and improving air quality.
 
RTS commits to limiting vehicle access and speeds in residential areas, and improving quality and local amenity value of residential streets by reducing the amount of through traffic, repeated throughout RTS.
 
The Knock Road scheme does not meet these policy objectives.  In fact, the scheme documents exclude reference to any objectives that do not support its case.  The Knock Road scheme should be redesigned to achieve the adopted policy commitments of BMTP and RTS.
 
Private road openings on Knock Road
 
If it is acceptable on safety grounds for the forty dwellings on the city side of the carriageway to retain road openings directly onto Knock Road, how does DRD justify £135,000 to consolidate four road openings down to one on the Kingsden side.  This is a poorly disguised stratagem to provide road links into surplus land at public expense to encourage potential sale of the surplus land.  Public funds should not be speculated in this way.
 
DRD proposes an alternative route for residents on Knock Road to drive into a residential cul de sac at Knockmount Pk and execute a three point turn to gain access to their homes.  This is a further damning feature.
 
Environmental buffer
 
The surplus land owned by DRD on Knock Road should be retained undeveloped as a buffer to counter the environmental disadvantages that the scheme brings, as is the case at the Knockdene section of Knock Road.
 
The decision-making process
 
It is not acceptable that DRD can unilaterally determine the decision to proceed.  The lack of consideration for our residential areas shows disdain for the right of 5000 residents of East Belfast to “peaceful enjoyment” of their possessions as envisaged in the European Convention on Human Rights (Protocol 1 Article 1 - property).
 
Conflicting Scheme Layouts
 
Finally, DRD has published conflicting designs of road layouts depicting DRD’s proposed way forward.  For example, the layout published on the website prohibits right turn exit from Clarawood at Knockwood Park, yet narrative and published layouts in the Central Median Appraisal extol the availability of right turn exits onto Knock Road at the same junction.  Which of these conflicting designs is DRD’s proposal? 
Conclusion
 
DRD has severely underestimated the adverse impact of the scheme on our area.  It has set the scope of the Environmental Statement too narrow.  Its proposals are flawed fundamentally.  The published documents do not provide an adequate basis for a decision on the scheme.
 
DRD has presented its own biased view of its proposal.  We expect a public body to fully research the impact of its proposals and present a view of the risks to the transient motorist balanced against the benefits and risks to the permanent residents.  This has not occurred in this case.
 
If any scheme is to be considered favourably, what we require is a scheme design that:
· Fully assesses the environmental and safety impact on the Cherryvalley, Kensington and Shandon area;
· Analyses and addresses the root causes of rat-running;
· Implements and enforces traffic management measures to neutralise the attraction of cutting through our area eg improved throughput and traffic management at Upper Newtownards Road and Kings Road junctions, implementation in our area of ‘access-only’, Home Zone, 20mph speed limits; and
· Ameliorates of the adverse effects of the Scheme in our area.
In its current form, we object to the scheme and its specific effects on us.

We demand a public enquiry for an independent chair to assess the completeness and quality of the design products and Environmental Statement, to hear objections and to determine the future of the scheme.

Yours faithfully

 

___________________________
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