
 

 

Chris Heaton-Harris, MP     Mike Barlow 
Minister of State for Transport     Chair BFARe 
House of Commons      Bedford For A Re-consultation 
LONDON         
SW1A 0AA       www.BFARe.org.uk 
 
16th March 2021 
 
Dear Minister, 
 
Re. Measure Twice, Cut Once – the case for a re-consultation into Route Selection for EWR 
Bedford to Cambridge 
 
Many thanks for making time for us to voice our concerns at our meeting on 15th March 2021. 
Further to that meeting we are writing to summarise and emphasise the main points raised, and to 
respond to some of the points you made. 
 
Before providing you with an overview of the points and concerns, that we and our residents have, it 
is important to note that we are fully supportive of reinstating a rail route between Bedford and 
Cambridge and look forward to the opportunities it will bring. 
 
As an initial view, we feel that carving up the unspoilt North Bedfordshire countryside should be the 
last resort when other options exist.  Route Option E which is the current preference is more 
challenging to engineer, more environmentally damaging, more costly and less likely to achieve the 
Government’s objectives for a zero-carbon railway which is affordable,  best supports economic 
growth and the delivery of new homes and maximises user benefits including an acceptable freight 
capability , than a route to the south of Bedford such as Route B. 
 
We ask that you consider instructing EWR to re-run a time-limited new consultation on 2 highest 
ranking routes namely:  

• Route E between Bedford and the East Coast mainline 

• Route B between Bedford and the East Coast mainline 
 
Please find a copy of the slides at appendix A. 
 
1.0 Flawed Consultation Process 
As shown in the presentation, the route selection consultation process was flawed for many reasons.   
 
Thank you for committing to investigate this further – in doing so we would urge you to strive for a 
best-in-class approach. I am sure you would agree that a decision of such importance to the 
environment and so many people deserves that.     
The process so far is becoming increasingly discredited amongst the community as they become 
aware of how it was conducted and action must now be considered to redress the situation.  We 
fear that a ratcheted process risks becoming a box ticking exercise with a low quality threshold, and 
thank you for seeking to avoid this.  
 
We consider the consultation process was flawed for several reasons: 
 
1.1 Consultees 

• Omissions from the proscribed consultee list: Clapham, Ravensden and Wilden (all directly 
and unavoidably in the path of Route E) and similarly for Route B, Wixams, Stewartby, 



 

 

Kempston and Little Barford were all excluded.  A full list identifying omitted parish councils 
from the whole consultation area is in Appendix B.  

• The consultation events were held in eight locations – all of them a significant distance from 
communities which are impacted by Route E making it difficult for residents to attend. 

• The St Neots and Bedford drop in sessions were the first of the 8 scheduled events and were 
closest to the Route E section north of Bedford.  The post cards gave incomplete addresses 
for these and the EWR Public Feedback Report acknowledges (Para 5.4.13) that those who 
attended found the map quality so poor that they were updated from the 3rd session but 
effectively not retrospectively.  

• EWR consulted on an area containing 170,000 houses with 400,000 adults. EWR sent out 
between 100,000 and 120,000 postcards (EWR have repeatedly changed the numbers 
between these figures whenever confirmation was requested) to notify residents of the 
proposed railway, that only accounts for between 58% and 70% coverage and excluded key 
specific locations.  EWR have continually evaded the question as to the precise Postcode 
areas these cards were distributed to and only released 5 days ago the Shape File given to 
Royal Mail. 

• Of 400,000 adults, only 3,350 did respond – less than 1%. Over 50% of these had no 
postcode – a maximum 0.4% were verifiably in the area.  This can’t be checked because EWR 
have not released those postcode areas. 
 

1.2 Inaccurate Information 

• EWR’s 2019 consultation documentation was unclear and not accurate enough to make a 
reasoned judgement.  The maps were inaccurate amorphous blobs.  To that extent for 
example, Clapham Parish Council responded to the consultation saying “No Comment” 
because they thought that they were unaffected and did not want to comment on 
something that impacted others.  It is now clear that the most environmentally despoiling 
section of the route runs up the Clapham escarpment in their Parish.  To this date EWR have 
failed to accept that their maps placed the potential route footprint differently by 
approximately 350m 

• The cost information provided to the consultees showed Route E as ranking at the most 
expensive by £800m.  Many people did not respond because it appeared so unlikely that it 
would be selected.   
The cost profiles changed as a result of BBC intervention late in the consultation process 
and, by the time the post consultation costs were revealed, Route E had improved to 2nd 
cheapest whilst the other 4 had attracted massive cost increases.  EWR have offered no 
transparency about what costs changed or why.  However, this evidence directly contradicts 
their own 2019 technical report that states cost estimates “have been developed to a 
sufficient level of confidence to indicate how costs might vary across route options”. 
 

Route Option 
Cost(£bn) Pre 
Consultation 

Cost (£bn)  Post 
Consultation % increase 

A £2.0 £3.6 80% 

B £2.6 £3.9 50% 

C £2.5 £4.3 72% 

D £2.6 £4.0 54% 

E £3.4 £3.7 9% 

 
 
This smacks of reverse engineering, using costs that were “value-engineered” including by 
Bedford Borough Council to suit a pre-determined outcome.  None of the other routes have 



 

 

been “value engineered”.  A decision as important as this route must have all routes 
investigated thoroughly and a judgement made where comparative route costs are at an 
equal level of maturity.   EWR stated in our meeting of 10th March 2021 that the routes 
costings had different levels of maturity.  This makes no sense – for example - you wouldn’t 
use different rates of inflation between routes for a comparative study – because it means 
any comparison is invalid. 
 
It is an unreasonable defence in our view to say that EWR need not have undertaken any 
non-statutory consultation, implying that these fundamental inconsistencies and 
inaccuracies can be set aside. The public rightly do not understand how a non- statutory 
consultation differs from a statutory one. All they know is that many people and prescribed 
bodies were not consulted, or were totally unaware of the 2019 consultation, or considered 
the cost information (which they were led to believe gave an accurate order of costs) could 
be relied on, to the extent that Route E was considered to be a non-starter. This clearly 
skewed the responses to the 2019 consultation and the weight which should have been 
given to that exercise. Nevertheless, EWR (in the face of clear evidence of heavy lobbying 
from Bedford BC) considered this was the most popular route when evidently this was not 
the case.  

 
1.3 Freight was Omitted from the 2019 Consultation 
 
The word Freight was mentioned just 3 times in 2 consecutive sentences.  The consultation process 
never allowed sufficient transparency or discussion on Freight – instead it was promoted as  
predominantly a passenger only line.  

• England’s Economic Heartland Strategic Transport Forum report, states that EWR should not 
justify the case purely on commuter traffic, but should include Freight.  It goes on to say it 
must be W12 gauge the highest gauge in the UK, to cope with the heaviest allowed freight.   
It states that the line could be used to connect freight services to both Felixstowe in the East 
and Southampton in the South.   And it states that EWR will be subject to demand but there 
will comfortably be capacity for 12 freight trains per day with the opportunity to optimise to 
“up to 20 or more”.   

 

• Network Rail’s freight report of 2017 states that the demand for freight is forecast to 
increase by 3% per annum to 2042.  This would mean a 35% increase in demand by the time 
this line goes live in 2030.   

 

• The perception is that it is clear that the intention all along was to include freight – but it has 
specifically been avoided as a subject by EWR.  Even so Will Gallagher is on record in the 
meeting minutes of EEH Strategic Transport Forum in Dec 2020 as saying that EWR is 
working directly with EEH on their Freight study – referenced above. 
 

• The requirement for and impact of a strategic freight capability for the whole EW line has 
given Cinderella status throughout the project when is in effect the proverbial elephant in 
the room.  No one is keen these days to concede that the EWR project will only have a 
partial freight capability but the selection of Route E inevitably downgraded the whole 
scheme to a permanent limited freight capability due to the constraints through Bedford and 
to the north. 
 

• In this respect the attached assessment of freight capability highlights the uniquely worded 
section 4.12 inserted in the Consultation Technical Report Jan 2019 which specifically 



 

 

muddies the water in respect of freight and opens the door for consideration of Route E as 
an acceptable solution.   
 

• The corridor provides new opportunities for freight and provides additional resilience to the 
existing freight corridors. Indeed the west there are emerging freight interchange proposal 
being developed near Bicester to tap into the opportunities the line provides 

 
2.0 Comparative Environmental Impact 
2.1 A More Challenging Route 

• The proposed Route E has significantly more gradients, requires tight curves because of the 
topography north of Bedford and is 7km longer than the alternatives.  All these add to the 
materials and energy needed for construction, the energy needed to run the railway 
(regardless of whether Electric or Diesel locomotives are used). 
 

• The extent of civil works required to construct Route E is likely to produce an enormous 
embodied carbon penalty which would dwarf those arising from the more environmentally 
sympathetic southern routes, given the contrasting gradients.  Unfortunately the realisation 
of this at the DCO stage will inevitably prove too late.   
 
We consider this to be inconsistent with the Government’s Zero carbon ambitions. 
 
It should be emphasised that Route B is flatter, shorter, fewer curves and with less 
engineering complexity – should have a significantly environmental footprint than the 
current preferred Route Option E. 
 

2.2 Gradient engineering 
The topography of the Clapham river valley and flood plain in conjunction with the adjacent Clapham 
escarpment would render Route E impossible to construct without extensive viaducts in order to 
ensure a universal freight/passenger train gradient of 1:125 maximum (design standards) – Note 
Network Rail initially costed all the routes on this gradient standard. 
 

• Our understanding is that a design standard relaxation of 1:80 is to be applied over a 
continuous 40m initial climb past Clapham for c2km.  This will require extensive cuttings 
throughout the ascent and over the crest. It is questionable that there will be a cut/fill 
balance with the quantum of material excavated, leading to excess haulage required to 
dispose of the arisings with significant cost and environmental impact.   

 

• The environmental impact of Route E is predicted to be huge and far more extensive than 
the other route options considered, yet the EWR consultation reports provide 
unsubstantiated statements indicating that this is not the case. The consequence of the 
steep gradienst is that the likely maximum gross train weight usable on the line will be 2648 
tonnes, as opposed to 4138 tonnes. (See Appendix C) 

 
The impact of this will mean lower efficiency and reduced capacity for the route, impacting 
viability  and increasing the environmental impact. 

 
None of this is necessary with the alternative route options to the south of Bedford, and this 
reengineering is the basis of considerable cost savings that led to the selection of Route E. 

 
2.3 Lack of Environmental Impact assessment for Bedford Town 



 

 

• Bedford Borough Council and EWR have acknowledged that there has been no transport 
assessment on the impact of a route option through Bedford. Given the built-up environment 
it is considered there will be significant  air quality, congestion, and noise pollution in the 
vicinity of Bedford Midland station and its surrounds.  The existing inadequate highway 
network will struggle to accommodate increases in traffic including buses without whole scale 
demolition. The suggestion is that most people will walk to the station; however most people 
live outside a 15-20min walking isochrone. 

 
3.0 Role of Bedford Borough Council 
3.1 Excessive Influence 

• Bedford Borough Council (BBC) claim to have had little to no influence on EWR’s decision, 
merely one of hundreds of other consultees.  It is therefore surprising that they saw fit to 
spend £75k of tax payer’s money between 2018 – 2020 to commission Kilborn consulting to 
promote a route through the town.  This information has formed a basic evidence base for 
EWR to select Route E. 
 

• BBC have a seat on the EWR Consortium Board and have contributed financially. 
 

• BBC have a seat on the SEMLEP board.  SEMLEP also have a seat on the EWR Consortium 
Board. 
 

• Cllr Michael Headley is a member of the EWR Consortium Central and Western (Joint 
Delivery) Boards 

•  

• The Mayor, Dave Hodgson, is on England Economic Heartland’s Board and is chair of their 
Strategic Transport Forum.  EEH are also on EWR’s Consortium board. The Forum have been 
key in developing EEH’s transport strategy which promotes the rail going through Bedford. 
 

• There are many meetings on record between BBC and EWR throughout the development of 
the route optioneering and promotion of Route E 

 

• Within the consultation period there were intense negotiations between BBC and EWR to 
revise the original Network Rail derived Central Section Beford Midland Cost Drivers Briefing 
Paper which was issued on 25 Feb 2019 and then reissued on Sat 13 Mar (2 days before the 
consultation closing date) 

 
It is a fair conclusion that BBC have had an overarching influence on the route choice and 
development. It is questionable if the lack of transparency would stand up to independent scrutiny 
and audit. 
 
If BBC had no influence, it begs the question what have they been doing with all this time, money 
and effort? 
 
3.2 BBC’s Economic Impact 
Bedford Borough Council state that the reason the route should go through Bedford Midland is 
because it is proclaimed it will bring massive economic gain to the Borough in comparison with the 
southern routes. 
 
However this is being oversold.  Their own calculations show a predicted uplift of between £2m-£6m 

in annual GVA (most of this deriving from EWR/MML interchange passengers who in reality will not 



 

 

be spending any money in the town).   This only represents 0.05%-0.13% gain in the Borough’s GVA, 

and is therefore nothing more than a rounding error.  It is insignificant when compared to the 

economy of the region.  It does not justify the landscape, and biodiversity impact of Rote E on 

countryside around the north of Bedford, with the inevitable costs when compared to the existing 

development corridor to the south (the A421 trunk road corridor which is a strategic link between 

the M1 and A1) 

 
3.3 Lack of Democratic process 

• BBC did not debate the proposed railway, EWR Route options, the consultation or their 
response during the consultation process at Full Council.  It was not voted on at Full Council.  
Their response was not revealed to councillors until October 2019 – 6 months after the 
consultation. 
 

• The consultation reports only became evident following FOI requests, even to councillors. 
 
3.4 Kilborn Consulting Reports to BBC 
BBC commissioned Kilborn Consultanting Ltd. to advise on their response to the consultation.  
Kilborn’s first report (Appendix D) dated 12 Feb 2019 (which was not released to EWR) states about 
consultees “….and some (such as BBC) will have significantly more influence than others.” 
 

• The report states that the only reason the Northern Routes make more sense is BBC’s desire 
to go through Bedford Midland. 
 
The report questioned the wisdom of contemplating the northern Route D/E options and  
suggested instead a different concept to any of the 5 options presented and questioned why 
such a solution had not been considered previously. 

 
“The Bedford Midland options achieve the BBC’s core aim and might improve demand for the 
EWR scheme overall, but come at the price of increased construction costs, increased 
disruption during construction, longer journey times and increased operational costs, as well 
as increased congestion and other highway costs.” 

 
“In short, neither Route D or E have much to recommend them to EWR” 

 
It goes on to recommend a route using an “Elstow Road” station (equally close to the town 
centre as Bedford Midland) and maps out a brownfield route stating: 

 
“This would be the simplest solution…Since this route appears to be so simple and cheap and 
easy to implement, it is not clear why it has not been proposed as part of the consultation.” 
 
BBC did not pursue the recommendations of that report – it is only referred to here and 
attached for reference to illustrate the significant shift of opinion between Kilborn’s initial 
and later reports which followed significant discussion and rebasing of the EWR Cost Drivers 
which underpinned the final BBC recommendation for route E. 
 
BBC did nothing to investigate the feasibility of the option provided by Kilborn nor engage 
with EWRs.  Instead the commissioned Kilborn to provide a recommendation more in line with 
BBC’s predetermined thinking. 

 



 

 

• Report 2 (Appendix E) dated 26th March 2019 (15 days after the consultation deadline) 
states: BBC has a clear goal that the East West Rail (EWR) route should connect with “the 
centre of Bedford” and considers that any Bedford South solution would not achieve this 
objective.  Therefore, the only EWR options considered acceptable to BBC are Routes D and 
E. 

 
“The Bedford South options….are typically more direct, less complex….” 

 
“…Route E has widespread support of BBC… because it connects with Bedford Midland.” 
“However the route assumptions and consequential costs for EWRCo’s indicative route incur 
significant cost and interface complexity with the local highway network.  BBC has 
developed its own preliminary Route E design that reduces the cost differential to Route A 
by nearly half…” 

 
Bedford Borough Council have never explained their ‘own Route’ design. 

 
Sections 3.3.5 and 3.3.6 Cover cost optimisation of Route E and they contain much ambiguity 
both in language and statement. (likely to be, might be, may be etc.)  

 
It is appears from the language used that Kilborn has deferred responsibility for this section 
to BBC “…BBC has carried out its own assessment of costs…”.  Although BBC say this is not 
the case, they have not provided evidence to the contrary.  

 
BBC also state that EWR’s proposed limiting gradients are too low.   BBC state that EWR have 
been “rather pessimistic” in their original assessment. 

 
Bedford Borough Council’s £363m of savings that they discover (but strangely weren’t available for 
discovery to EWR prior to consultation) is fundamental to the selection of Route E. 
These rely on a compromise of the gradient rules impacting the freight capacity of the line. 
 
At this stage it is not clear to what extent the development of route option E has taken into the 
impact on the Clapham Water Treatment Works which supplies a significant part of Bedford, 
Kempston and Bedford Rural. Its relocation is likely to incur a significant cost to Route Option E. 
 
Value engineering was not performed on any other route. 
 
To sum up: 
 
With all this in mind, we respectfully request that you instruct EWR to re-run the consultation 
process for the shortlisted routes: Route E and a value engineered Route B. 
 
We also request that the whole-of-life lifetime environmental impact and cost is put at the forefront 
of the consultation. 
 
Local communities and residents will otherwise find themselves in the invidious position of being 
asked to comment on detailed route alignments in the Route E corridor, knowing full well that the 
decision to favour Route E is fundamentally flawed, due to wholly inadequate consultation in 2019 
and being misled on costs information.  
 
New information has subsequently come to light (e.g. re freight) which casts the appropriateness of 
the choice of Route E into even more doubt. Local communities and residents will be forced to 



 

 

continue their campaign against Route E including all possible avenues open to them at every stage 
of the process.  
 
A decision by you to have the 2019 consultation re-opened may make that unnecessary. Indeed 
were a suitably modified, quicker to construct Route B south of the town come to be the more 
favoured option after reconsultation, the overall timetable for the completion of the EWR project 
need not be delayed. 
 
We look forward to your response. 
 
In the meantime, should you have any queries, or require any clarification, please do not hesitate to 
contact us. 
 
Yours faithfully, 
 
 

 
 
 
Mike Barlow 
Chair 
BFARe 
 
Attachments: 
Appendix A – Minister Meeting Presentation 
Appendix B – List of Parishes omitted from 2019 consultation 
Appendix C – Freight train calculations 
Appendix D – 1st Kilborn Report to BBC 
Appendix E – 2nd Kilborn Report to BBC 


