Eastway and your right to decide on what comes next

Eastway is an important and successful grassroots sporting facility – Just the type of community which London’s Olympic Games is intended to support and foster. It’s time to look at Rammey Marsh and Hog Hill to decide which you would prefer. It would be useful to provide more information than is to be found in the LDA’s briefing about its consultation since it never really expected resistance to last so long or to be so effective.

The LDA needs Eastway’s 26ha site as the keystone of its plans to open up the Lower Lea and build the Olympic Park. Nobody is sure what will come after that. Huge pressure for development and soaring land values are certain. Some big promises were made way back before London won the Games and it’s obvious that some of these involved users, though we didn’t know it then.

Cycle sport has had to fight for its place in the plans. All users are urged to engage with the consultation to show the strength of feeling about our sport and our needs as London seeks to improve sporting chances.

Rammey Marsh 

In July 2005 the LDA and Lee Valley Park showed the national facilities officer of British Cycling the site being proposed to replace Eastway. It is a 10ha site 11.8 miles away in the far north of Enfield, right on the very edge of London which is squeezed between the A1055 Mollison Avenue and the M25 just where it is about to be widened. The site is partly owned by the Lee Valley Park but is a grossly contaminated former landfill site. Through the 70s and 80s domestic and unspecified industrial waste was dumped to a depth of over ten metres. It is known that much of this waste came from the notorious Enfield Small Arms Factory which has been the justifiable cause of major concerns on ground water and toxic waste pollution over many years. At the end of the 70s the site was levelled using untreated slurry from the neighbouring sewage plant. The site is relatively bare of vegetation and is dominated by the M25 raised on an open embankment right next to the 500m long northern boundary of the site. The A1055 Mollison Avenue to the south side is no less busy since it serves many distribution depots and industrial units down the Lea Valley. 

British Cycling’s National Facilities Officer approved Rammey Marsh without reference to users or regional boards.

On 5 October 2005 the LDA convened a meeting of Eastway users to announce the site selection. A press release was issued in its favour with joint comment from BC, Lee Valley Park Authority and the LDA. The developer and its partners were confident that the issue would end there. 

Users have universally rejected the site and spent all so-called consultation sessions since October stating clear reasons why the site is not suitable or convenient, as the planning conditions state the relocation site should be. 

Users now have the right to have a say, though there is no known reason why this process could not have started over two years ago when Eastway Users Group first asked to have information on the sites being considered. It should also be commented that the consultation is highly limited and hedged about by unspecified ‘other considerations’ on value for money or the recommendations of one of the developer’s partners which claims knowledge of cycle facilities. British Cycling still recommends the facility at Rammey Marsh so it cannot claim impartiality.

Irrespective of the merit of any other site that might come into consideration, Rammey Marsh is rejected by users on several grounds;-

Ground Contamination – In documentation produced for the public inquiry into a recent road scheme across the site it was found that contamination was so bad that any recreational or public open space use would require ground remediation to a depth of 0.5m to make the surface safe for contact by those using the space. There is no reason to suppose that anything has changed on the site, given the noxious and toxic nature of many materials taken to the site, but which are uncatalogued through uncontrolled dumping over many years. The ‘capping’ is slurry and the ground underneath is landfill to a considerable depth. 

Air pollution – In such close proximity to so much heavy traffic the quantities of harmful gases is proven to be excessive. The LDA has produced an Air Quality Report which is worded as if the levels are safe, or similar to those known at Eastway. What the figures actually show, and they are quoted accurately from public data, is that Rammey Marsh can be said to have levels of Nitrogen Dioxide which are monitored at 68 microgrammes per cubic metre (ug/m3). Eastway has levels with a comparable three-year average figure of 40ug/m3. Coincidentally the level at which this gas becomes dangerous to health is held by Government and EU regulation to be 40ug/m3. All of Enfield borough is declared an Air Quality Action Area so levels of air pollution from traffic are known to be high. But they are at their highest by the M25. The nearest air monitoring site to Rammey Marsh is at 28 Arlington Crescent just 250m away but on the N side of the M25 which is the boundary into Broxbourne. The conditions at Arlington Crescent for traffic related pollution are very similar if not identical to those 250m away at Rammey Marsh.

The levels of Nitrogen Dioxide at Rammey Marsh exceed the Government’s air quality objective value. The site is not suitable for an aerobic sport even at background levels, whilst hourly peak values in excess of the 200 microgrammes per cubic metre notifiable maximum are likely to occur on many more occasions than the maximum allowable twelve per year and this will often be at peak times of circuit activity.

Noise Pollution – on the accepted DEFRA figures at Noise Mapping England the site is all assessed to be above 70 decibels, the level at which conversation becomes difficult. Coaching instructions and riders’ calls will all be lost on a tide of traffic noise. To suggest that spindle coppice planting can reduce this is tenuous logic.

Potential traffic or objects intruding into the site –. With the M25 raised up on an embankment the risk of vehicles and items coming onto the site has to be assessed as high. There is only an Arnco and a post and rail wooden fence separating the road from the site. Access from the M25 may lead to tragic consequences.

Risk of non-cyclist intruders during events and out of hours – The site will be unfenced and public access is allowed. The area has many reported problems with unlicensed and uninsured motor vehicles being driven by underage users. Public recreation is encouraged on the site and if remediated it is likely to be one of the few safe areas to walk a dog in the wide locality. An unfenced site in this locality will inevitably lead to conflict and as has been demonstrated at numerous sites around the country, this can lead to the total loss of a facility.

Site size –  The red line on the plan encloses an area of just under 10hectares – that’s equivalent to an area 200m x 500m. In fact, once reservation areas are taken off for widening the M25, nature conservation and around the clubhouse, the site remaining to accommodate the 1.6km road circuit is under 7ha with a perimeter of approx 500m to the N, 200m to the W tapering down to 80m at the E. 

LDA claims there could be up to 4km of MTB trails. This could only be possible if the full length of the site were traversed eight times by trails, meaning they would be 10m apart and criss-cross the road circuit many times. The claim that Rammey offers any off-road of merit is a sham aimed at fooling those who do not do cycle sport. MTB XC is an Olympic sport which cannot be legally organised anywhere else in London apart from Eastway which hosts the country’s largest series of MTB XC races every summer Wednesday evening.

Site location –  The distance of Rammey Marsh from Eastway has been claimed as a benefit, meaning that new riders in a new catchment could be found and that a legacy provision for cycling on the site could sustain after funding ends. This is proof that the site has not been considered for its merit as a relocation for Eastway’s users but as a replacement suitable to the LDA, Lee Valley Park and British Cycling who have all agreed that the site serves their needs.

Absence of consultation – The claim by the developer and its partners for the Rammey Marsh site to be a suitable replacement is noted. Such a claim is only possible through lack of consultation. The developer was forced through political expediency into the latest round of consultation which users should note does not guarantee their views will be acted upon. No business model, club or school group consultation has been undertaken to provide a firm user base at Rammey Marsh. British Cycling writes in support of the facility without having any ‘ClubMark’ club as beneficiary and acknowledges that the youth clubs based at Eastway will be lost.

Users still want to be told exactly how the country’s finest road and off-road facility could be moved from Eastway to a scrubby patch of contaminated land under half the size and 12 miles away next to a motorway widening project.

Continuity

The Rammey Marsh site is unlikely to be ready in time to provide continuity at the developer’s chosen time of September 2006. Remediation is required to remove the risk to riders from ground and water contamination. 

The developer and the site’s operator have a duty of care to riders which this document again serves upon them. In separate correspondence the LDA has confirmed that it will not publish the results of the ground survey it eventually conducted in March 2006. This report would normally be published in a planning application but the developer applied for a ‘screening report’ which was made to avoid publication of contamination data. Instead the developer intends to go for an application with no published data and no published strategy. Its application states that the strategy will take two months from time of survey to publication. The final planning phase of the process now looks like being in June 2006 with full approval via a ‘reserved matters’ application coming before that at the end of April 2006. 

Grading of the site after remediation is a separate issue which could take several months to achieve with any stability. Eastway was allowed to settle for over 18 months before the circuit was laid.

The delay in the planning process is unexplained since the LDA advised users in August 2005 it would have grant of planning permission by January 2006. Perhaps the developer needs to consider whether Rammey Marsh is a site worthy of the considerable investment required to provide such poor amenity value in replacement for Eastway.

Facilities on offer at Rammey Marsh

The road circuit is also to be rejected on grounds of its tight and twisting nature. It is well-known in road racing that such a ‘criterium’ circuit as this will lead to fields of riders being split up by being strung-out in a line as each tight bend is taken. Riders will rapidly become detached and lapping will be a regular problem. Eastway can accommodate up to 120 riders circulating safely in a bunch. Rammey Marsh is likely to have problems with even 50 riders.

Where circuits similar to this one have been used for major events they have invariably caused problems in some races on each programme. The experience of riders in the 2005 national youth circuit championships at Wombwell, a circuit with a very similar layout to this one, was that bunch riding was too dangerous and corners too tight to be taken in any way as to allow for positive racing. Fields had to be limited in size to prevent too many major collisions, though several did occur during what was fortunately a dry day otherwise the toll on a slippery circuit would have been much greater. 

There is a total absence of any off-road riding of merit so the closure of Eastway for cyclo-cross and mountainbiking will be a total loss since no events will take place there to replace the 22 such events at Eastway in 2005 seasons. Mountaiin biking is an Olympic Sport so from 2006 there will be nowhere for the London region’s numerous national champions to race or train in preparation. A site for this should be provided all together with the road circuit, just as Eastway offers now. Young riders come into the sport from riding off-road so a complte facility comes with sustainability built-in.

Hog Hill

This natural sloping site is only 8 miles from Eastway with good transport connections. It can easily be reached from Fairlop overground tube station a mile away which links directly to Leyton. 

The A12 links Hog Hill to central/E London. It is five miles INSIDE the M25, making the site more suitable for London-based users but also offering superior road access from beyond the M25 belt. 

Being greefield farmed land in the ownership of the Crown Estate it is known that leaseholding of the land with vacant possession can be easily and very cost-effectively achieved. Compared to the cost of remediating contaminated land, the LDA knows it can secure the site for a lot less. Longer term leases could also provide real prospect of highly affordable long-term provision at under £10,000 pa.

Building on this land could be a problem were it not for the total support of the local authority which has the site in its development plans as open-air recreation. It owns the farmland all around including the wooded nature reserve on the corner of the site and has devoted part of its planning team to providing a fast-track for the scheme which users first found could be promoted only in November 2005. 

The local authority backs the scheme to build a cycle circuit and clubhouse with parking on the site.

The site is as large or larger than Eastway’s 26ha. It has a rise of 22m from its lowest point to the highest, which is topography that is immediately available for construction to begin so no setlement period is needed prior to construction. The circuit would have 29m of climb per lap, compared to 22m at Eastway. This topography is ideal for a road circuit of equal interest to that at Eastway. Other circuits that British Cycling is keen to promote – notably Crystal Palace, Hetton Lyons in Sunderland and Brynbach in Wales – are just as hilly and provide riders with a training and racing facility to make them stronger and more able to sustain throughout the sport by increased aerobic capacity and greater body strength. If a group at Hog Hill requires a more level profile of road circuit, this will easily be possible on partial circuits at the upper or lower levels of the site.

Level circuits such as Hillingdon or Preston are not rated for the wide spectrum of promotions because they are not of interest throughout longer events. Hillingdon has a very similar profile to that on offer at Rammey Marsh.

Off-road riding away from the road circuit

The huge advantage of Hog Hill is in the space available for mountainbike and cyclo-cross. Events will flourish there since the site can be operated to offer concurrent running of road and off-road sessions in safety. The hillier and steeper parts of the site will be reserved for off-road riding that will be offered in keeping with an environmental scheme that has already been cleared with the officer responsible. Such provision is much needed and will be welcome for its natural aspect on such a suitable and accessible site. 

Pollution on the site is not an issue. Air quality measurements from two nearby stations show Nitrogen Dioxide concentrations to be at backround levels below 20 microgrammes per cubic metre.  Noise pollution is assessed at below 50dB – distant background traffic noise and birdsong.

Security on nearby sites including an industrial estate, new cemeteries and crematorium show criminal damage is not an issue. There is no through passage or right of way across the site at present (though a permissive cycleway is under consideration) and the road layout means there is little pressure for thoroughfare. A single fence to prevent thoroughfare and tighter security at the clubhouse would be ample. Dog walkers and kite flyers have ample provision at the Country Park just 400m distant.

Owing to the open aspect of the greenfield site it may be possible to complete the schedule of works at Hog Hill earlier than could be achieved on the problematical and contaminated Rammey Marsh site.

Hog Hill will be superior in every way to the scheme proposed for Rammey Marsh as far as users are concerned. It scores highly in terms of its replacement of Eastway’s amenities, accessibility, open aspect, cleanliness, natural topography, local authority support and engagement. Best of all it falls within the footprint of the LVYCC and Team Economic Energy youth riders which British Cycling conceded would be ‘lost to the sport’ by a relocation to Rammey Marsh. 

For a sport’s national governing body to eliminate some of its best youth prospects in this way is worthy of much closer scrutiny on another day. To suggest that they might think of riding on a site which could be injurious to their health should be something noted by its insurers. British Cycling has not replied to a letter requesting it obtains authoritative medical opinion to secure a club’s duty of care to its members in suggesting they use the amenity at Rammey Marsh. The letter was acknowledged but remains unanswered.
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LVYCC members’ home addresses plotted on a map with Eastway, Hog Hill and Rammey Marsh locations

Planning conditions imposed on LDA mean that it has to offer continuity of provision. It has no choice in this, but it did succeed in securing a September 2006 date in the minds of users when it presented the controversial Rammey Marsh plan on the same occasion. Earlier requests from LDA had been for posession of Eastway in 2009 or 2008. The developer decided it wanted to gain posession of Eastway sooner and yet it has wasted time in proposing unsuitable schemes which it then did not progress at a reasonable rate.

Concerns over legacy provision after the Games within the Olympic Park mean that users need to secure the best possible provision for their sport now, not in 2009 when the legacy provision will be made known. If users find there is a choice between two suitable schemes in 2014, that will be a pleasant issue to resolve.

Eastway Users Group now urges every rider or concerned supporter to register for a ballot paper in the LDA’s consultation. The process may be flawed and biased in favour of Rammey Marsh, but the strength of feeling and the political impetus this can generate will not be wasted and may just bring about change for the greater good of cycle sport.

To register for the consultation ballot 

Send an email with the Name and Address of each user in your household to eastway@lda.gov.uk or call 020 7954 4500. 

At EUG’s behest you can also be taken to see both Rammey Marsh and Hog Hill. Coaches organised by the LDA are running on 22 April and 29 April,.leaving at 13:45.

To join Eastway Users Group just email eastway7506”at”btinternet.com

