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Purpose of this Report

1. The purpose of this report is to 
· Inform Members about the proposals for a promoted mountain bike coast to coast route, and of the Authority’s involvement to-date,
· seek members’ views on the Authority’s continued involvement in the potential development of this route, and the desirability of the implementation of the route.
Strategic Planning Framework

2. The information and recommendation(s) contained in this report are consistent with the Authority’s statutory purposes and it’s approved strategic planning framework 
· National Park Management Plan

AR10. Complete and open the Pennine Bridleway through the Dales by 2009, and identify opportunities to develop additional recreational routes to and from it.

EE8 Develop the scope, quality and co-ordination of recreational infrastructure to increase and promote the area’s appeal to a wider range of people and groups and to increase the economic value to local tourism businesses.

Background
3. Coast to coast routes have an intrinsic draw and popularity for many people. Whether it is following Wainwright’s description of crossing three national parks to walk across England, walking the new Hadrians Wall National Trail, or following Sustrans C2C or W2W road cycling routes; these ‘coast to coast’ routes are some of the most popular long distance trails in the country.

4. There have also been several coast to coast routes identified and written up specifically for mountain bikers, which are followed by a number of people each year.  Most  of these have attempted to stay as close to Wainwright’s route as possible but this does lead to a number of issues: 

· A number of sections in the Lake District which involve long periods of carrying the bike up and sometimes down which make these routes only suitable for relatively few ‘hard core’ mountain bikers 

· A number of sections with a delicate vegetation surface which would not be suitable for a promoted route, and 
· a number of problematic road crossings.

A Regional Approach
5. Developing outdoor recreation in the National Park and the wider sub-region has been the focus of a number of reports and strategies in recent years, eg Transforming Outdoor Adventure in North Yorkshire.  (The January 2007 Access Committee received a report about this strategy and the working group).  These recognise the importance of outdoor recreation to the economy of the area, as well as the input that encouraging participation in outdoor activities can have to improving health and quality of life.  Our own National Park Management Plan also recognises this.
6. Whilst some of the detailed proposals in the transforming outdoor adventure study were considered undeliverable within the National Park, the overall concept was to deliver transformation in North Yorkshire’s outdoor adventure sector by implementing a number of capital projects which increase access to resources and enhance considerably the existing physical assets available.  This overall thrust of the strategy has been taken forward sub-regionally and a number of specific projects were identified and are moving forward, including the Craven Adventure Centre and purpose built mountain bike trails in Dalby Forest.

7. In addition a working group of officers across the sub-region have been looking at the outdoor adventure ‘product’ and ways that it could be developed to:
· Stimulate local economic development

· Create vibrancy and encouraging inward investment

· Respond to the government’s agenda to improve public health through participation in sport

· Diversify the County’s tourism product offer

· Use planned investment in provision for outdoor adventure to focus activity on locations that are physically capable of accommodating it, without detriment to the natural environment.
8. The idea for a mountain bike coast to coast route has come about through the group considering the proposals in ‘Getting into Gear – the cycle tourism strategy for the North Yorkshire and York sub-region’, which was produced by this Authority in partnership with others in the sub-region and funded by Yorkshire Forward.  The proposal links 3 National Parks (Lakes, Moors, and Dales) and two counties Cumbria and North Yorkshire.  The North York Moors National Park Authority has taken a lead on taking this idea forward and commissioned a feasibility study of the route, funded and supported by the York and North Yorkshire Partnership Unit, the three national park authorities and two county councils. 
9. The introduction of a promoted route does provide some great opportunities, but like any large scale project there are many aspects that need to be carefully thought out.  So a feasibility study was felt to be the best way to look at all of the issues involved, and whether the idea was worth pursuing further.
Findings of the feasibility study
10. The feasibility study was conducted by a collaboration of consultants led by Asken Ltd and overseen by a steering group comprised of officers of the county councils and national park authorities.  The aim of the study was to determine if an ‘intermediate’ standard coast to coast mountain bike route was a possible ‘quick win’, linking up existing rights of way, and so capable of implementation by 2010.  This meant it must avoid problematic road crossings and utilise existing routes with public rights to cycle.  The report also needed to consider the levels of investment likely to be needed to ensure the route was physically suitable for mountain bikes, and whether any investment could be economically justified given the target market of ‘intermediate’ mountain bikers.  The study also needed to identify, whether there were likely to be environmental concerns which would weigh heavily on the route development particularly in regard to the fact that the route is over 80% in national parks and AONBs.

11. The overall finding of the study was that ‘The proposed intermediate mountain bike route is economically, environmentally and socially feasible and work to further develop and implement the proposal should go ahead’.
12. Specifically it concluded that:

· It appears that there is a gap for a well waymarked and promoted long-distance off-road coast to coast route for intermediate and aspiring riders
· The proposed route is challenging but within the reach of most fit people; it also passes through landscapes of high scenic and cultural value and allows users to experience the quintessential characteristics of each of the three national parks and the Vale of York.

· Once use of the route has developed to its full predicted potential, annual local spending by route users will fall within a range of £0.6m to £1.4m and generate up to 31 new jobs

· Overall, there would appear to be no insuperable constraints on development of the proposed route as currently envisaged.

· The rationale for the proposed route is that proactive and innovative marketing will tap into new markets for mountain biking, and so generate genuine economic benefits for local businesses.
The route within the Yorkshire Dales National Park

13. A map of the proposed route through the Yorkshire Dales National Park is included in the Appendix (and coloured copies will be available at the meeting).  The proposed route runs for 83km and follows tarmac roads with low volumes of motor vehicle use, much of which is already part of the National Cycle Network, as well as rights of way and unsurfaced unclassified county roads.  The suggested route through the Dales does not need any new creations of rights of way or bridging missing links, and a route with public rights of cyclists is already ‘there’ in existence.  However the consultants did identify the possible creation of 200m of roadside path to improve sightlines at a junction, and providing a legal means for cyclists to use a footbridge, adjacent to an unclassified county road (UCR) at times when the UCR ford is in flood.  
14. The proposed route would come into the Yorkshire Dales National Park north of Sedbergh, pass through the town and then make its way up Dentdale. It would then cross over to Ribblehead using the Craven Way, take the Cam High Road to join the Pennine Bridleway, briefly, before crossing over to Semerwater.  It would then follow High Lane out of Stalling Busk and drop to Thoralby.  From there it would follow the Morpeth Gate/High Lane track and minor tarmac roads through to East Witton, before leaving the National Park over Agra Moor.

Considerations before deciding whether to take the mountain bike coast to coast route forward?
15. The protected areas involved in the project already have a good reputation for sustainable tourism, provide excellent opportunities for cross-country mountain biking and a Coast to Coast route would compliment our promotion of cycling. The findings of the feasibility study were clear with regard to the overall cost/benefit analysis of developing the route, this was in its favour from an economic point of view.  However in reaching a decision it is essential that we consider the effects within the National Park in more detail.  The many factors that need to be considered have been addressed by the feasibility study as follows:  

The Pennine Bridleway 

16. The Authority is already involved with the Pennine Bridleway project, and has a strategic objective of developing linking routes from it. The mountain bike coast to coast would intersect with the Pennine Bridleway; the coast to coast route running roughly east-west and the Pennine Bridleway north-south.  It is considered that there is good synergy between the projects with the mountain bike coast to coast route adding additional linkages to accommodation and services, as well as enabling the development of loop routes.  Although not aimed at horse riders, it is hoped that this user group will benefit from using the mountain bike route as part of the wider bridleway network.
Environmental
17. The route would pass through Whernside SSSI and Semerwater SSSI.  Although it is for Natural England to comment on the suitability of the proposal, it is believed that the nature of the tracks this route would use to cross these SSSIs means that any impacts are likely to be minimal.  In addition, where the route passes through the Semerwater SSSI, the Raydale Project has planned works which would increase the sustainability of the route.
Route sustainability

18. The consultants surveyed the route by bike in January 2008 through a very wet period of weather and considered the route surfaces within the National Park to be very sustainable requiring little further work to make the route suitable for promotion for mountain bikers.  (A view supported by the Area Rangers.)  Several sections of the route have seen considerable investment by the Authority, and/or by Natural England through the Pennine Bridleway project in recent years.  In particular:

· The Craven Way between Dentdale and Ribblehead (more work is planned in 2008/09) 
· The Cam High Road between Far Gearstones and Cam Houses
19.  It should be remembered that much of the costly work undertaken as part of the Pennine Bridleway project has been to improve the surface specifically for horse riders benefit NOT mountain bikers, or to create many kilometres of new bridleway.  Therefore comparisons of costs of implementation cannot be made between implementation of the two routes.
Road safety

20. The consultants considered that the route may have one potential road safety issue in the National Park, which was the B6255 around Ribblehead.  This would be something that would need to be discussed further with North Yorkshire Highways though a possible alternative to this road safety issue has been identified should the project go ahead.  Although other tarmac road sections of the route were not considered to have safety issues a full road safety audit would be carried out with North Yorkshire Highways and Cumbria Highways (both have been consulted on the Feasibility Study).
Effect on traffic volumes and ‘honeypot’ sites

21. The mountain bike coast to coast route is designed to be a multi-day touring route with riders either being unsupported or using a baggage handling service.  This is a long and challenging route and so it needs to be recognised that riders may well do the route in stages as is common on all long distance trails.  The route has the advantage of having 8 railway stations on, or close to, the route with stations at regular intervals along its full length, and these provide obvious breaking points.  Alternatively the stations could be used to do the section through each National Park accomplishing the route in three stages.  
22. The route passes through, or very close to, several villages and a known ‘honeypot’ site within the National Park; Ribblehead.  It would seem unlikely that the numbers of new users involved through this proposal would have a significant impact, given the current levels of visitors and popularity of mountain biking in this area.  
New creations and planning permission 

23. The route through the Dales uses the existing bridleway and road network to link from west to east.  Creation of a possible new 200m bridleway link, to avoid a potentially difficult road junction, has been identified.  Implementation of this link would need the legal agreement of the landowner only, (because the surface of the proposed route on the ground at this location would make a suitable bridleway without any engineering works so would not need planning permission). 
Other Partners Views

24. This would be a high profile partnership project working across two county council and regional development agency boundaries, and involve three national parks and one AONB.  The conclusions of the feasibility study have already been endorsed by members of North York Moors National Park Authority, and have been supported by Cumbria Countryside Access Improvement Task Group.  It also has strong officer support within North Yorkshire County Council and the Lake District National Park Authority (the report has not been taken to Members of these authorities).  
25. This route has not been discussed with parish councils and landowners at the present time because we were waiting the outcome of the feasibility study, before deciding whether to spend time pursue this proposal further.
Staffing and budget implications
26. The Access and Recreation Manager and Access Officer Projects have been involved in a number of meetings of the steering group and wider reference group.  If the project does go forward there would be additional involvement for staff including the Sustainable Tourism Team, Ranger Service and Definitive Map Team.  The staff resource required will be programmed as part of normal work loads.
27. The report identified a number of costs associated with the introduction of the route which fundamentally breakdown into: 
· Repairs to rights of way

· Legal costs

· Signage and waymarking

· Marketing

28. The detailed costs for the whole project, taken from the feasibility study are shown below.

	Item
	CCC
	LDNPA*
	YDNPA*
	NYMNPA*
	NYCC
	Total

	Legal
	5000
	3000
	6000
	11000
	7500
	32500

	Surface

· Low

· High
	1500

1500
	3000

14500
	24500

43400
	13500

78150
	68500

68500
	111000

206050

	Signposts

· TSW

· Oak
	360

690
	8280

15850
	5895

11235
	8460

16215
	1620

3105
	24615

47095

	Waymarks
	200
	2720
	3030
	3480
	940
	10370

	Appropriate assessments
	0
	5000
	0
	5000
	0
	10000

	Totals

· Low

· High
	7060

7390
	22000

41070
	39425

63665
	41440

113845
	78560

80045
	188485

306015

	Route development
	£188,000 to £306,000
	

	Marketing
	Costs or inputs to the value of £60,000 to £100,000 (in Year One) and the equivalent of £50,000 per annum thereafter
	


*The National Park Authorities are not highway authorities but have powers over rights of way delegated to them by their respective highway authorities

29. Surface repair costs in the Yorkshire Dales National Park were focused on the Craven Way and this work had already been programmed for 2008/09.  Given that the vast majority of the unsurfaced route selected is already rights of way on-going maintenance costs are already part of core budget.  There are several short sections of unsurfaced unclassified county road, the most significant of which is that between Marsett and Stalling Busk; the condition of this route is currently being addressed as part of the Raydale Project.  
30. If the route is to go ahead the costs associated with the legal work (creation agreement and associated compensation), signage, additional waymarking, and with marketing would be sought from external funding sources.  Yorkshire Forward have expressed an interest in the routes development and to this end it is itemised in the sub-regional investment plan.
Conclusion
31. The development of a mountain bike coast to coast route has been the subject of a thorough and well researched feasibility study which has looked at the economic, environmental and social costs and benefits of promoting such a route.  The development of the proposed route through the National Park does not involve any major new bridleway creations or large scale infrastructure projects, and as such it is believed to be a relatively straightforward project, which bares little comparison with the time and resources that have been needed to implement the Pennine Bridleway in the Dales.  The proposed Coast to Coast route is already there, it simply links up the existing network of roads and rights of way (of bridleway or higher status) to create a linear route from west to east that links up with other rights of way to form an attractive coast to coast, through three National Parks.
RECOMMENDATION
32. It is recommended that:
a) Members note the contents of this report; and
b) Support is given to the development of a mountain bike coast to coast route through the Yorkshire Dales as outlined in this report. 
Mark Allum
Access Officer Projects
4 July 2008
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