
Swing Bridges Workshop 

1 August 2018 

Attendance: 

Anthony Barber Boat Owner 

Mike Barnard Broads Authority Member 

Andrew Beale Boat Owner/Broom Owners Club 

Steve Birtles Broads Authority Officer 

Lucy Burchnall Broads Authority Officer  

Adrian Clarke Broads Authority Officer 

Jim Cole Pedro Boats (UK) Ltd 

Bill Dickson Broads Authority Vice Chairman 

Ben Falat NSBA/OBPC 

Jane Foster Boater on the Broads 

Ken Foster Boater on the Broads 

James Fraser NYA 

Alan Goodchild Navigation Committee Member/Goodchild Marine 

David Harris Broads Authority Officer 

Lana Hempsall Broads Authority Member 

Max Heron Navigation Committee Member 

Mike Hoban Network Rail 

James Knight Navigation Committee Member 

Robert Middleton Boat Owner/Broom Owners Club 

Jane Neale Boat Owner, Broom Owners Club 

Richard Neale Boat Owner 

John Packman Broads Authority Chief Executive 

Tim Randall Network Rail 

Simon Sparrow Navigation Committee Member 

Haydn Thirtle Broads Authority Chairman 

John Tibbenham NSBA 

Melanie Vigo Di Gallidoro Broads Authority Member/Planning Committee Chairman 

Mark Walker Network Rail 

 

Introduction  

John Packman set the scene for the workshop. Four of the eight swing bridges that 
Network Rail has responsibility for are in, or affect, the Broads area. Reedham and 
Somerleyton were built in 1905. 

Problems with Reedham and Somerleyton bridges are not new – there were 
problems in the days of the Port and Haven Commissioners – both mechanical and 
as a result of hot weather. 

In late 2003/early 2004 after a prolonged closure relating to Trowse Bridge several 
meetings were held between the Broads Authority and Network Rail. 

In 2008 the number of closure incidents rose significantly: 

 A number of mechanical failures with Reedham; 



 Heat problems with Somerleyton; and, 

Trowse not operational; 

Consequently in August 2008 the Broads Authority sought legal advice from Norfolk 
County Council’s solicitors. 

May 2010 Network Rail informed the Authority of a bearing failure at Somerleyton 
and a new bearing would have to be fabricated. Replacement occurred late 
June/early July and on 4th July the bridge was brought back into operation. On 14th 
July catastrophic failure of the bearing occurred. This was quickly replaced but 
swinging on a limited basis. 

This event triggered two things: 

(i) More regular meetings with Network Rail 

(ii) Broads Authority sought legal advice from Counsel 

In January 2011 the Broads Authority accepted a legal undertaking from Network 
Rail that it would use its ‘best endeavours’ to have Reedham and Somerleyton 
Bridges operational for opening and closing on demand in accordance with its duty 
under section 15 of the Railway Clauses Act 1863 

Later that year Network Rail funded the provision of pontoons at the bridges and 
subsequently electronic signage. 

Since then Network Rail has commissioned two major studies on future options for 
the replacement or refurbishment of the two bridges by Mott MacDonald. 

 

Reliability of the Current Bridges 

Mark Walker, Network Rail presented the current state of play with the swing bridges 
at Reedham, Somerleyton and Trowse: 

 Discussed how Network Rail works: how failures and faults are logged. 

 Network Rail’s priority is for rail services. 

 Technology involved with the bridges is simple; however there is a long term 
process in order to change the requirements. Swing bridges in particular are a 
very niche area. 

 Discussed the thermal expansion gaps and the requirements for swing 
bridges. 

 Discussed the effects of the bridges in regards to high temperatures. The 
tolerance of the bridges is reduced the warmer it gets; Somerleyton sees 
failures at temperatures of 26°.  

 Due to its position Reedham suffers less from the temperature than 
Somerleyton. 

 The issues with Trowse swing bridge is with the complexity of the controls, not 
with thermal expansion.  

 Network Rail has a 5/6 year plan and will look at what causes the problems in 
opening the swing bridges. 



 The replacement of the bridges is a funding issue. In terms of reliability the 
bridges are limited by the technology. 

 

James Frazer, Norfolk Yacht Agency discussed the impact of unreliable opening on 
businesses.  

Andrew Beale, Broom Owners Club discussed the impact the unreliable bridge 
opening has on private boat users. 

 

Discussion included the following: 

 Boaters find it inconvenient to wait at the bridge for it to open. 

 There is a fear amongst business owners that there will be a catastrophic 
failure with the bridges that will take months to fix. 

 There are a number of significant businesses that rely on the bridges to swing. 
If Reedham fails to open many would find themselves landlocked. 

 Find it frustrating that the problems aren’t prioritised, businesses suffer as a 
consequence (lose money and time when the bridges fail to open).  

 Bigger boats will leave the Broads if they can’t get through the bridges. 

 Attitudes need to change. There is the wrong impression of the impact on 
businesses on the Broads. 

 Network Rail doesn’t’ know the impact failures has on the river, if they 
understood then it could make better decisions in terms of responding to 
faults. Discussed the tier management structure involved in reporting faults 
and how this could be improved. 

 Issue with confidence in Network Rail. Statistics are not representative of the 
effects on individuals.  

 Need a co-ordinated approach across all bridge networks. Awareness is 
needed of the importance of businesses on the local economy. 

 Network Rail needs to be aware of its legal obligations. 

 

Points raised by Network Rail in response to the above concerns: 

 Network Rail’s target is for only 1 in 10 trains to have delays. Network Rail is 
held to task if there is a delay to train services. 

 The aim is not to stop the bridges for the boats; Network Rail can make the 
choice to swing the bridges. It was noted that some lines aren’t heavily used at 
the weekends. 

 Suggested moving fault teams closer to bridges at the weekends to generate 
faster responses to faults and failures.  

 For safety reasons the bridge systems are interlocked, if there is a fault it 
stops everything, cannot be isolated to the fault. The default position is to 
close the bridges to boats when there is a fault. A change in law would be 
required to change this system and the default position of the bridges. 



 Network Rail needs to be more visible. Discussed better ways of 
communicating: 

o Discussed necessity for a new VH channel. 

o Electronic signs – suggested they display more information and 
indicate when the bridge is expected to open. (countdown facility) 

o Discussed utilising twitter to communicate urgent boating 
information and current functioning of the bridges. 

 Suggested Network Rail be supplied with a programme of up and coming 
events on the Broads to better anticipate when the bridge was required to 
open. 

 Discussed the data Network Rail collects in regards to failures and the impact 
this has on the river. One failure has multiple effects but is recorded as one 
fault. Network Rail needs help from boaters in building this data.  

Important to know how many times the closure of the bridges affects the 
navigation and how long boaters are waiting for them to open. 

 Discussed the efficiency of the signalmen. The systems involved are being 
upgraded which will give signalmen more time to respond to phone calls. 

 

Options for Refurbishment or Replacement 

Mark Walker presented the options for refurbishment or replacement of the bridges, 
discussion included the following: 

 Discussed the multi criteria analysis for Reedham and Somerleyton. There is a 
5 year finance budget; the bridges will be treated as major structures. The 
total cost for replacement of these structures is £80 million. This is in the 
context of a total 5 year budget of £160 million for the 6,000 structures across 
the region. As a result Network Rail is commissioning the preparation of asset 
management plans to make the case for separate funding and these are 
expected to be completed by March 2019.  

 Trowse is considered as an enhancement project. 

 Discussed the impact on the navigation during the construction stage for new 
bridges and the risks involved getting to the site. 

 Important to remember that the railways serve a National Park. 

 Discussed the importance of reviewing the data that is collected of the number 
of boats that use the bridges, and how busy they are under normal conditions. 

 The bridges required replacing, however it was a political decision which 
required supporting Network Rail. 

 

 



Actions: 

Network Rail requires government and political support. Agreed that there was a 
common interest for groups to work together to produce a sound business case. 

Mark Walker said that the discussions from the workshop would be taken forward 
and agreed to consult the group again when reviewing the social economic impacts.  

 

Action Responsible 

1. Agree service level for the bridges and a metric 
that measures: 

- Number of failures and impact on boat users 

- Helps build the business case 

Network Rail/Broads 
Authority to draft and 

circulate 

2. Agree a procedure for high impact days – so that 
Network Rail can adjust maintenance teams and 
deliver a better service. 

Network Rail/Broads 
Authority 

Liaison with Broom Owners 
Club/Yacht companies 

3. Agree a better escalation system if boat owners 
have a problem – a person who understands the 
problem. 

Network Rail to draft 

4. Improved system to notify Broads Control about 
the status of bridges to improve the information 
put out to public. 

Network Rail/Broads 
Authority 

5. Network Rail Operations Team to review 
procedures for interacting with users of the Broads 
– production of a How to Guide – for example 
improving information displayed on the Electronic 
Boards. 

Network Rail 

6. Follow up information regarding Ofcom and radio 
channels. 

Network Rail 

7. List of incremental improvements made to date 
and scheduled for delivery 

Network Rail 

8. Network Rail to proceed with bespoke asset 
management plans for the two bridges to seek 
funding outside the normal process, keeping the 
Broads Authority briefed on progress with the aim 
of presenting the outcomes next year. 

Network Rail 

9. When we have the evidence and asset 
management plans raise the profile of the bridges 
and their importance to the local economy with all 
decision makers. (DfT, Network Rail, Norfolk 
County Council and Highways England.) 

All 

 


