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Dubbed the 'road to nowhere', the £150 million Norwich Northern Distributor Road (NDR), if built, 
would  carve a 20km route though open countryside before grinding to a halt on the rural A1067 
Fakenham Road.  Norfolk County Council dropped the western crossing over the River Wensum 
Special Area of Conservation in 2005 when it decided that it could jeopardise the whole route.     
 
The stated purposes behind the 'three quarters' NDR is to reduce rat running and congestion in the 
northern suburbs and  surrounding villages; serve a proposed major urban extension to the north-
east of Norwich; support the economy and create road space for sustainable transport.   
 
In December 2012, Norfolk County Council chose a new fast-track planning route offered by the 
Planning Act 2008. This involved making an application to the Planning Inspectorate to treat a local 
road scheme as a National Strategic Infrastructure Project (NSIP).  The Secretary of State issued a 
Direction to treat the NDR as 'Nationally Significant' on the new grounds of linking Norwich 
Airport to the Great Yarmouth Enterprise Zone via the A47 as well as serve planned new Norwich 
employment areas.       
 
In January of this year, community groups found themselves locked into the countdown to a six 
month examination (June to December) under a strict  timetable laid down by the Act.   
 
Five months into the examination and what have we learnt?   That: 
 

 the Planning Inspectorate ought to have heeded community groups when we warned at the 
pre-application stage that the NDR consultation area had been too narrowly drawn. As a 
result, Norfolk County Council failed to consult villages to the west of Norwich over the 
significant increase in traffic along their rural lanes with NDR in place. Late in the day, 
Norfolk CC has been forced to develop traffic management measures to deal with this 
traffic.  

 
 the Planning Act 2008 had been drafted to rule out 3rd party legal challenges to any Planning 

Inspectorate decision to accept a scheme for examination at the pre-application stage. 
Instead, 3rd parties must wait until the Secretary of State has decided the outcome of the 
examination into the draft Development Consent Order application. In contrast, the Act 
allows the applicant to challenge where the Planning Inspectorate has declined to accept a 
Development Consent Order application. We understand that the Inspectorate advised the 
Government of the day to provide for a 3rd party legal challenge over a decision to accept an 
application but was over-ruled.  

 
 How important it is to encourage as many people as possible to register as Interested Parties 

with the Planning Inspectorate.  Almost 1,000 people registered an objection to the NDR. 
This sizeable number plus the anger expressed by members of the public at the Preliminary 
Meeting over consultation responses 'lost' by Norfolk County Council, persuaded the 
Planning Inspectorate to replace its single Inspector with a generalist knowledge of planning 
by a Panel of three (the Examining Authority), one member of whom is an academic expert 
on sustainable transport.   

 
 most traffic conditions would be worse in 2017 and 2032 with the NDR than today: 

 
-  Forecast traffic would be higher (9% in 2017 and 39% in 2032) than today;   
 
-  Congestion would be worse.  Queues in the morning rush hour would be 4% longer in 



2017 and 38% longer in 2032 than today;  
 
-  More people would live close to excessive traffic. The number of dwellings near roads 
with excessive traffic increases by 39% in 2017 and by 74% in 2032 compared to today.     
 
-  By 2032, every public transport route into the city centre in the morning rush hour would 
take longer than today. 

     
 the City Centre complementary measures accompanying the NDR show a substantial 

negative Benefit Cost Ratio.  All the empirical evidence of the past decades underline the   
positive benefits of implementing sustainable transport measures in town centres. Norfolk 
County Council's negative assessment suggests a bias in their transport model.  

 
 Norfolk County Council was unable to give the current modal split for Norwich when asked 

by the Examining Authority at the Issue Specific Hearing on Need for the NDR, even 
though the NDR is intended to support public transport, walking and cycling.     

 
 Norfolk County Council claimed to have examined all reasonable alternatives to a NDR but 

when asked about the appraisal of the whole package for the Norwich Area Transportation 
Strategy (NDR plus sustainable transport measures), officials had to admit they hadn't 
modelled such a package.  Community groups have put forward an alternative combined 
package of sustainable transport measures and small scale road building for serving new 
growth in north-east Norwich. Needless to say, Norfolk County Council claims to be 
delivering all the measures proposed. 

 
 three months into the examination, Norfolk County Council was forced to confess a gross 

error in its Public Transport option appraisal, in which it had entered time savings as  
seconds rather than minutes into the model. This meant that a five minute bus journey was 
modelled as taking five hours, resulting in a counter-intuitive Benefit Cost Ratio (BCR) of 
minus thirty five. The BCR 'improved' considerably when this was fixed, but the figure is 
still negative indicating further concern about a bias against sustainable transport modes in 
the modelling.    The County has had to publish a re-worked assessment giving objectors 
another chance to challenge the traffic model.   

    
 Norfolk County Council's environmental consultant admitted that the noise and visual 

impact of the NDR crossing a road and railway line on a bridge and embankment close to 
villages at the eastern end cannot be mitigated against even 15 years after opening.          

 
 a Freedom of Information request by a campaigner during the Examination has revealed that 

the Department for Transport will be making some changes to how carbon is treated by the 
draft National Policy Statement on National Networks.  It is now understood that carbon 
will be relevant for assessing NSIP schemes against alternatives, rather than not carrying 
any weight at all (as previously drafted).  Showing carbon to be “fully accounted” may 
become important too. Campaigners calculate that carbon abatement costs of deviating from 
national carbon trajectories under the Climate Change Act for the NDR would be 
£2.3billion, based on Norfolk County Council's own carbon data.  

 
 the Examining Authority is required to submit a draft DCO to the Secretary of State, a copy 

of which they publish for comment during the examination.  When the Examining Authority 
invited Norfolk County Council to provide a variant DCO for a half NDR terminating at the 
A140, it implied that they were unconvinced  by the case for a three quarters NDR.  Norfolk 



CC flatly refused to produce a draft DCO for a half NDR and has opted for an 'all or 
nothing' position. The Planning Inspectorate is seeking legal advice.    

 
Parallel to the examination, Norfolk County Council has resolved to commission a feasibility study 
into a River Wensum crossing (ie to complete the NDR to link up with the A47 Norwich Southern 
Bypass at both ends).  However, at the examination, the County claims that there are 'no plans' to 
build the link and so objectors have been unable to discuss the cummulative impacts of a complete 
route.    
 
The examination closes on 2 December, having thrown up a a few dramas.  Thereafter, the Panel 
has three months in which to submit its recommendation to the Secretary of State. The Minister also   
has three months in which to then publish a decision, although he/she can give him/herself an 
extension of time.  By this stage, the decision will be coming up against the General Election  and 
we anticipate a delay in an announcement until after the election. In the meantime, campaigners will 
be working to flag up the NDR as a major local issue in the General Election.       
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