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1.

Purpose of report

1.1

To advise County Council of the receipt of a petition relating to the Network Rail
level crossing at Cottonmill Lane, St Albans and to set out for Members the
background and other relevant information relating to the petition. At the time of
writing this report the petition had received 1,508 signatures.

2.

Summary

2.1

Notice of intention to present a petition containing 1,000 or more signatures has
been received pursuant to the County Council’s Petition Scheme. The petition
states:
“We the undersigned petition the County Council to Work with local residents to
stop the much used Cottonmill Railway crossing from being closed and instead
require Network Rail to put in place all possible and appropriate safety measures
and procedures including flashing lights and self-locking gates and ensure that
train drivers use their horns as promised. Help to ensure that Network Rail
explore all possible safety procedures in order to fulfil their own obligations. This
route predates the construction of the railway and continues to be a vital link for
local residents to access schools, shops and businesses. It is also part of the
heavily promoted the Green Ring route around the centre of St Albans, used by
thousands of cyclists and walkers each week. This Public Right of Way MUST be
maintained whilst being kept safe for all users.
THE NEGATIVE IMPACT IF THIS CROSSING WERE TO BE CLOSED:
At least 1000 people are using this crossing on average every day. If Network
Rail succeeded in closing this crossing, there are major negative impacts as
follows:1

1) It will cut the Sopwell community in two.
2) It will force pedestrians and other users to use alternative unsafe routes in
order to reach their destinations (e.g. Cottonmill Lane/ Prospect Road).
Many residents avoid Cottonmill Lane because it is a fast road and at various
points has limited pedestrian side walks (sic).
3) It will add 30-40 minutes walking time for those accessing many local schools
and shops (on potentially unsafe roads – see point 2 above).
4) This will inevitably put more cars on the road in an already congested city.
5) Those who don't drive and who are not able to do long walks will lose this vital
link and be severely disadvantaged as a result. Sopwell is already identified as
the St Albans ward with the highest number of non-car owning households.
6) The elderly and parents with young children are hugely reliant on this route to
get to the local shops and will be massively disadvantaged by the closure of
this crossing.
7) School children are reliant on using this crossing to safely get to and from
school every day. Many cycle to school and would have no choice but to cycle
on main roads such as Cottonmill which are far less suitable and unsafe (see
Point 2).”
2.2

The County Council’s Petition Scheme provides that officers will prepare a
report for Members setting out the background and other relevant information
of which they are aware relating to the subject matter of the petition but will
not give a recommendation as to how the petition should be dealt with.

3.

Procedure

3.1

The petition which is the subject of this report has been received in accordance
with the Council’s Petition Scheme (Annex 22 to the Constitution).

3.2

The deadline for receipt of motions from Members in respect of this Report under
Standing Order 9 (3) is noon on Thursday, 22 November 2018.

3.3

Paragraph 54 of the Petition Scheme provides that the Petition Organiser will be
given three minutes maximum to present the petition and will not otherwise be
allowed to speak at the meeting. There is then a short debate by Council.

3.4

Paragraph 57 of the Petition Scheme states:
The Council will decide how to respond to the petition at the meeting. It may
decide to take the action the petition requests or not to take the action requested
for reasons put forward in the debate. Where the issue is one on which the
Council Executive is required to make the final decision, the Council will decide
whether to make recommendations to inform that decision. If the Council does
not decide to deal with the petition in some other way, it will (at the discretion of
the Chairman) be referred to the Overview and Scrutiny Committee, the
appropriate Cabinet Panel or to officers for consideration and report to the Local
Member and Group Spokesmen.

3.5

The subject matter of the petition does not require the Council to take any
substantive decision at the current time. Council can, however, express a view
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provided that Members consider all relevant matters with an open mind when
called upon to make a decision.
4.

Background and Other Relevant Information

4.1

The level crossing at Cottonmill Lane enables the residents from Cottonmill
Lane housing estate, St Albans and further afield to cross the Abbey Line
railway that divides the community. It provides access on foot and bicycle to
key destinations including schools, shops, employment locations and leisure
facilities, leading to its high levels of use as a main non-motorised route
(upwards of 1,000 people crossing per day, including 800 pedestrians and 200
cyclists). See Appendices 1 and 2.

4.2

Network Rail (NR) has a long-standing aim to reduce the number of level
crossings across the national rail network. For example, the NR Anglia Region is
now working to close or change the use of 130 crossings across its network,
which includes 10 in Hertfordshire.

4.3

A report on those 10 level crossings was presented to the Environment, Planning
and Transport Cabinet Panel on 22 October 2015. At that meeting the Panel
noted that:
o Officers would continue to liaise with NR to ensure that each crossing
remains open as appropriate safety measures are discussed and installed,
while working with NR on permanent, alternative measures.
o Officers would continue to keep local members informed of plans affecting
any individual crossings in their division.

4.4

The Law Commission concluded a review of legislation regarding Level
Crossings in 2013. In March 2018 the Minister of State for Transport wrote back
concluding that new legislation was unnecessary. He said that “Network Rail
expects to focus less on closures in the future and is looking instead at making
increasing use of technologies such as roadside enforcement cameras and
overlay warning systems where these are appropriate... This is, in turn, expected
to reduce the need for closures and major improvement works, which can often
be disruptive to local communities.”

4.5

County Council officers have continued to work with NR and other bodies on
those Anglia Region crossings including Cottonmill crossing on the Abbey Line.

4.6

The Cottonmill Lane level crossing, which carries St Albans Public Footpath 63,
was identified by NR as a high priority crossing, due to its high level of public foot
& cycle use. NR has also expressed concerns regarding the number of incidents
they classify as misuse and dangerous behaviour. The crossing is being
presented by NR as one of the most dangerous crossing in this part of the
network.

4.7

NR has proposed and, in some cases, delivered on site safety enhancements. It
is believed more will be implemented shortly. Officers continue to prompt NR
regarding installation of warning lights and other appropriate safety measures
which they think can easily be implemented. However, NR’s assessment and
strategy leads them also to look at the long-term options. These include either a
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bridge over the line or a pedestrian and cycle path diversion, to give a permanent
alternative to the existing crossing. Current, shortest alternative routes proposed
by NR are shown at Appendix 3.
4.8

The Abbey Line runs a comparatively limited shuttle service on a single line. The
Cottonmill Lane crossing has 2 train movements every 45 mins (approx),
between 06.14 and 23.26 – timetable at Appendix 4. Its proximity to the Abbey
Station and the current speed limit at the crossing means that trains are moving
through the crossing at a speed of approximately 20 mph.

4.9

Council officers have raised questions regarding both the risk assessment
process employed by NR and also their classification of incidents presented.
Dangerous incidents listed by NR have included; 'carrying heavy bags or loads',
and 'not removing headphones'.

5.

Current Proposals

5.1

The Council as Highway Authority welcomes any improvement to enhance the
safety of users on this important crossing.

5.2

NR has recently proposed realigning the crossing, from its current skewed line to
a straight crossing, within its current footprint. These works will include new
fencing with a chicane to encourage cyclists to dismount and prompt people to
look at the decision point. They will also renew the crossing surface to reduce the
risk of pushchairs/wheelchairs becoming stuck and improve safety. These works
are proposed while NR is consulting on plans for a permanent alternative
arrangement. See the NR website at; https://www.networkrail.co.uk/running-therailway/our-routes/lnw/cotton-mill-lane-level-crossing/ The 6 options proposed,
including 4 bridge options, a subway option, and a diversion option.

5.3

The Council has challenged NR to answer a number of questions, with a view to
helping progress this matter to a satisfactory conclusion. They relate to:







5.4

The legal advice NR has in mind for managing the diversion of the public
highway for any alternative route proposed
The impact of the implementation of works on existing users and timescale of
any interrupted use
Design detail as it relates to the accessibility for all current users
Safety mechanisms not included in the current proposal which could
contribute to improved safety and reasons for omission
The results of an 'Origin / Destination' survey, i.e. where users come from and
where they are heading to. This information will improve the Council’s
understanding of the public usage patterns
Likely improvement to the safety rating of the crossing.

Officers comments to NR on the details of their current proposals for a realigned
and straightened at-grade crossing covered:



An alternative location on the current footprint of the crossing
Width between fences and implications for different groups of users
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Size, location and operation of gates
Reasons why electronically controlled gates, warning lights and other safety
facilities are not included in the design
Warning signage style and location
Vegetation clearance to further improve visibility
Revision of the All Level Crossing Risk Model (ALCRM) once completed to
assess improvement achieved

5.5

Officers would wish to see NR's ongoing safety monitoring and responses
working to avoid closure of this crossing, once a safe and better protected atgrade crossing is provided, as a reasonable approach to balancing safety and the
needs of the public.

6.

Financial Implications

6.1

Evidential studies are being commissioned by NR, from their own funding, i.e.
an origin / destination survey of the crossing users. If there are Council officer
concerns over any of the evidence, studies, or option appraisals for which
further studies are needed these may require funding support from relevant
highways budgets.

6.2

The NR studies should provide a basis and range of costings for all the options
being considered. NR will then be responsible for securing and implementing
funding for any agreed approach and any costs of any changes to the level
crossing.

6.3

Should the Council consider any legal proceedings necessary, funding may be
required to commission Counsel's opinion on any technical points of law.

7.

Equalities Implications

7.1

When considering proposals placed before Members it is important that they
are fully aware of and have themselves rigorously considered the equalities
implications of the decision that they are taking.

7.2

Rigorous consideration will ensure the proper appreciation of any potential
impact of that decision on the County Council’s statutory obligations under the
Public Sector Equality Duty. As a minimum this requires decision makers to
read and carefully consider the content of any Equalities Impact Assessment
(EqIA) produced by officers.

7.3

The Equality Act 2010 requires the Council when exercising its functions to
have due regard to the need to
(a)
eliminate discrimination, harassment, victimisation and other conduct
prohibited under the Act;
(b)
advance equality of opportunity between persons who share a
relevant protected characteristic and persons who do not share it;
and
(c)
foster good relations between persons who share a relevant, protected
characteristic and persons who do not share it.
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The protected characteristics under the Equality Act 2010 are; age; disability;
gender reassignment; marriage and civil partnership; pregnancy and maternity;
race; religion and belief; sex; and sexual orientation. No Council EqIA was
undertaken in relation to this report.
7.4

The schemes are being promoted by Network Rail who will be responsible for
assessing and mitigating for any equalities impacts. The need to assess
equalities implications will arise in this case when an options appraisal is being
undertaken by Network Rail and being scrutinised by the Council for
acceptance or challenge.

7.5

NR has its own version of an Equality Impact Assessment (EqIA), called a
'Diversity Impact Assessment' (which also includes cycling). The Council will
ask for and scrutinise any assessment by NR for the full range of Equalities
implications.

Background Information
None

6

Appendix 1: Cottonmill Lane level crossing of the Abbey Line, St. Albans.
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Appendix 2. Crossing Images

1. Cottonmill Lane Crossing from the South

2. Cottonmill Lane Crossing from the North
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Appendix 3: Nearest alternative routes around and across the railway.
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Appendix 4: Abbey Flyer Timetable - May 2018
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