
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PRESS RELEASE: Thursday 14 April 2022 

Campaigners rally opposition to bridge infill “vandalism” 

Plans to link two Cumbrian heritage railways could be sunk unless objectors convince a local 
council to reject a planning application to make the infilling of a Victorian bridge permanent. 

For 27 years, the Eden Valley and Stainmore railways have been working towards the relaying 
of five miles of track between Warcop and Kirkby Stephen. But last year National Highways 
buried a stone arch bridge at Great Musgrave in more than 1,600 tonnes of aggregate and 
concrete, blocking the route. 

Since 2017, inspections had found the structure to be in fair condition, with only a handful of 
minor defects. Repointing open mortar joints - costing around £20K - would have enabled the 
structure to carry 40-tonne vehicles, but an engineer employed by the state-owned roads 
company told Eden District Council that infilling was needed “to prevent the failure of the 
bridge and avert a collapse”. Inspection reports contradicted this claim. 

The work was carried out during May and June last year under powers intended for 
emergency situations presenting a threat of death or injury, with the material allowed to 
remain in situ for no longer than 12 months. The Council has insisted that planning 
permission must be obtained for retention beyond this period. National Highways has now 
submitted its application, with a decision due by 27 May. 

Infilling set taxpayers back £124K and, according to an internal review, National Highways 
now believes that restoring the bridge for rail use could cost as much as £431K. 

Mike Thompson, Project Manager for the Stainmore Railway Company, said: “Our 
longstanding aspiration to reconnect with our friends at the Eden Valley Railway offers the 
potential to provide a much-needed boost to the area’s economy. It was always going to be a 
challenging project with obstacles to overcome, but the unnecessary infilling of Great 
Musgrave bridge has made it so much more difficult and costly. 

“National Highways didn’t consult with us about their plans for the structure. Now though we 
have the opportunity to make our views known and we hope that democratic process will 
result in the right outcome. We believe infilling conflicts with the Council’s policies on new 
development, biodiversity, landscape character, green infrastructure and heritage assets, as 
well as the protection of dismantled railways under consideration for reopening. 

“We ask anyone who recognises the importance of our wonderful railway heritage - and its 
value for future sustainable transport use - to object to National Highways’ planning 
application. This was a fine, historic structure in good condition. What they did to it was 
nothing short of vandalism and they can’t be allowed to get away with that.”  



 
 

 

National Highways has made a public commitment to remove the infill if it is the last 
obstruction to the railways’ reconnection, but campaigners say the company cannot be 
trusted to honour it, being neither legally binding nor enforceable. 

Graeme Bickerdike, a member of The HRE Group which is trying to halt a nationwide infilling 
and demolition programme of legacy rail structures, said: “National Highways contrived an 
alternative reality at Great Musgrave whereby a bridge that was in good condition became a 
threat to public safety. But the claim that it might fail and collapse was not supported by any 
evidence. 

“Whilst ever it remains infilled, this structure will stand as a monument to the company’s 
destructive culture and unwillingness to tell the truth. It needs to show positive intent around 
its management of the Historical Railways Estate, remove the infill and re-establish this 
engineering feat as a valued heritage asset within Cumbria’s landscape, ahead of it being 
brought back into use. 

“The opportunities presented by Great Musgrave bridge must not be lost, so we trust the 
Council will reject National Highways’ attempt to make the infill permanent.” 

Eight months ago, the Government paused all further infilling schemes due to the 
controversy caused by the work at Great Musgrave, however the programme is expected to 
resume later this year. Many civil engineers criticised National Highways for inflicting shame 
and embarrassment on their profession. 

Objections and comments about the Great Musgrave application can be submitted online via 
Eden District Council’s planning portal, searching for case reference 22/0254. 

--ENDS-- 

 
Attachments 

GreatMusgraveBridge©TheHREGroup: The bridge is set in the Cumbrian countryside and 
spans the old railway between Warcop and Kirkby Stephen. (Credit: The HRE Group) 

GreatMusgraveBridgeBefore©TheHREGroup: Great Musgrave bridge was built in the early 
1860s and remained in good condition despite its age. (Credit: The HRE Group) 

GreatMusgraveBridgeAfter©TheHREGroup: The Victorian structure was infilled with more 
than 1,600 tonnes of aggregate and concrete. (Credit: The HRE Group) 

GreatMusgraveBridgeWork©TheHREGroup: Infilling took place in May and June 2021, despite 
Eden District Council asking National Highways to stop the work. (Credit: The HRE Group) 

(Higher resolution versions of the above photographs are available on request) 

The planning application for the retention of the infill at Great Musgrave bridge is available 
via this link to Eden District Council’s planning portal: 



 
 

 

https://tiny.cc/GreatMusgrave 

To link to a video about the Great Musgrave planning application or embed it on your 
webpage: 

(Link) https://youtu.be/2O-u8wwRkOM 

(Embed) <iframe width="560" height="315" src="https://www.youtube.com/embed/2O-
u8wwRkOM" title="YouTube video player" frameborder="0" allow="accelerometer; autoplay; 
clipboard-write; encrypted-media; gyroscope; picture-in-picture" allowfullscreen></iframe> 

 

Contact details 

Media enquiries: campaign@thehregroup.org 
Twitter: @theHREgroup 
Facebook: @theHREgroup 

 

Notes for editors 

The Historical Railways Estate (HRE) is owned by the Department for Transport (DfT) and 
managed on its behalf by National Highways (NH). NH is responsible for inspecting, 
maintaining and limiting the liability associated with around 3,100 disused railway bridges, 
abutments, tunnels, culverts and viaducts. 

Although transport policy is largely a matter for the devolved administrations, around 19% of 
the HRE structures are in Scotland and 11% in Wales. These remain under HE’s management. 

National Highways operates under a Protocol Agreement with the Department for Transport 
which sets out its obligations in relation to the safety, inspection, maintenance, disposal of 
the structures, the maximisation of rental income and reduction of risk. Its remit was formerly 
fulfilled by BRB (Residuary) until its abolition on 30 September 2013. 

In 2020, National Highways awarded framework contracts to six companies for works on HRE 
structures with a headline value of £254M over seven years. It also agreed a professional 
services contract with Jacobs, worth £31.9M over ten years, and two contracts for 
inspections/examinations with a value of £18M over ten years. 

In January 2021, it was revealed that 134 structures are at risk of demolition or infilling. These 
are located in East Anglia (12), East Midlands (4), London and the Home Counties (8), Northern 
England (16), Northern Scotland (8), North-West England (3), South-East England (11), 
Central/Southern Scotland (19), South-West England (24), Wales (5), West Midlands (16) and 
Yorkshire & Lincolnshire (8). 

National Highways now claims that only 68 structures will be infilled or demolished in the 
short term, but hundreds remain at risk in the longer term. 

https://tiny.cc/GreatMusgrave
https://youtu.be/2O-u8wwRkOM


 
 

 

A map showing the broader threat to HRE structures - including those that have failed 
assessments - is available via this link… 

https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/edit?mid=1LVvKXUS_a66LGzG8mPNLZaRpz2hw3ioe 

The HRE Group is an alliance of walking, cycling and heritage campaigners, engineers and 
greenway developers who regard the Historical Railways Estate’s structures to be strategically 
valuable in the context of future rail and active travel provision. 

The following local authorities have told National Highways that planning permission is 
required for their infilling schemes: Aberdeenshire, Angus, Cheshire West & Chester, Essex, 
Glasgow, Gloucestershire, Herefordshire, Hertfordshire, Leicestershire, North Ayrshire, North 
Yorkshire, Northumberland, Perth & Kinross, Powys, Shropshire and Stratford-upon-Avon. 
Others have raised objections or imposed specific constraints. 

 


