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UNION CHAIN BRIDGE – REQUEST TO INCREASE FINANCIAL 
CONTRIBUTION

Report by Service Director Assets & Infrastructure

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE

15 August 2017

1 PURPOSE AND SUMMARY

1.1 This report seeks approval from the Executive Committee to 
increase the funding for the Union Chain Bridge Project to £1M to 
support the application to Heritage Lottery Fund and match the 
commitment from Northumberland County Council.

1.2 Union Chain Bridge has substantial historical significance as it was the 
longest suspension bridge in the world when opened in 1820, and is 
currently the oldest operational suspension bridge in the world still carrying 
vehicles.  It is a Grade 1 structure in England and a Category A listed 
building in Scotland the highest designations.

1.3 Northumberland County Council and Scottish Borders Council are working 
in partnership to pursue Heritage Lottery Funding for a restoration project 
to repair and continue the usable lifespan of the bridge.

1.4 Since the update report to the Council’s Executive Committee in March 
2017, that stated the Heritage Lottery application date of June 2017, there 
have been several developments on the project that have affected its 
progress and budget estimate.

1.5 Northumberland County Council has made significant structural changes to 
their staffing levels, that has left the authority without the key personnel to 
complete the Heritage Lottery application process.  Ultimately causing a 
delay in the application to Heritage Lottery until August 2017.

1.6 There has been proactive consultation with Historic England over the past 
twelve months, which is required to support the Heritage Lottery Fund 
application.  Unfortunately Historic England do require a higher level of 
restoration to the original features than originally envisaged, contributing 
to an estimated increase from the aspiration of circa £5M project to £7.8M, 
and ultimately creating a £900k funding gap.
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1.7 Northumberland County Council has approved a report to their Cabinet 
Committee to re-affirm their commitment to the project and increase their 
financial contribution from £550k to £1M, with the suggestion that Scottish 
Borders Council will do the same.

1.8 Scottish Borders Council’s Project Management Team Leader has suggested 
actions by Northumberland County Council to mitigate the current 
fragmented approach to ensure that the August 2017 Heritage Lottery 
Fund submission date is achieved.

2 RECOMMENDATIONS

2.1 I recommend that the Executive Committee:-
 
(a) Agrees to increase the financial commitment to the Union 

Chain Bridge Project by £450k, in line with the current 
agreement with Northumberland County Council.

(b) Approves virement of £190k in 2019/20 and £260k in 
2020/21 from Roads and Bridges capital block to the Union 
Chain Bridge.
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3 BACKGROUND

3.1 Union Chain Bridge has substantial historical significance as it was the 
longest suspension bridge in the world when opened in 1820, and is 
currently the oldest operational suspension bridge in the world still carrying 
vehicles.  It is a Grade 1 structure in England and a Category A listed 
building in Scotland; the highest designations.

3.2 The bridge has become structurally unsafe and may only be accessed by 
one light vehicle at a time.  Scottish Borders Council and Northumberland 
County Council are jointly working up a project to refurbish the bridge to 
mark its 200th anniversary in 2020.   

3.3 The current funding of the bridge maintenance is based on a 50/50 
contribution between both Authorities, based on a maintenance agreement 
that dates back to a report of October 1996.

3.4 The draft Roads Asset Management Plan indicates that the condition of 
bridges and structures are continuing to deteriorate.  Without significant 
investment within the next few years these assets will be more expensive 
to repair in future and it may result in the managed decline of the bridge.  
Over time the risks are:

 Future repairs will be more expensive;
 There is risk of increase claims being made against the Council;
 The safe condition of these assets will be an issue;
 Loss of an infrastructure connection between communities; and
 There will be a loss of reputation.

3.5 The opportunity was identified in 2014 by Northumberland County Council 
to look at external funding opportunities to fully refurbish the bridge, 
targeting funding that promoted culture and heritage.

3.6 Northumberland County Council, as lead agents, have previously 
committed £550k from their budget to act as leverage to seek to pull 
together a funding package of not less than £4.6m.  Scottish Borders 
Council are responsible for half of the structure and committed £550k of 
capital in 2015/16 as match funding to maximise the possible leverage.

3.7 The Heritage Lottery Fund are supportive of the project due to its 
substantial heritage value, but also the international significance and 
educational opportunities that can be achieved through a potential project.

3.8 An update report was presented to the Executive Committee on 7 March 
2017 prior to the expected completion of the Stage 1 bid to Heritage 
Lottery Fund in April 2017.

4 PROGRESS UPDATE

4.1 The completion of the application to Heritage Lottery Fund for April 2017 
was not achieved.  The April target was put in place to allow final 
comments from stakeholders (including Heritage Lottery Fund) to be 
incorporated prior to the actual application submission date of 15 June 
2017.
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4.2 Northumberland County Council were still confident in April 2017 that the 
application could be complete by the submission date, with good progress 
being made on:

 the Capital cost estimate incorporating the views of Historic England;
 the Conservation Management Plan, and 
 the Activity Plan development

4.3 A meeting was rescheduled for the Project Board (containing officers from 
both authorities) on 16 May 2017 to review the final documentation for the 
Heritage Lottery Fund application.  The meeting revealed that:

 although the application had been advanced it was not in a position 
to be submitted to Heritage Lottery Fund on 15 June 2017.  

 The project estimate had increased from £5.643M (reported on 7 
March 2017) to £7.8M.  Keeping to the original funding structure this 
would mean that HLF would be expected to fund circa £6.1M;

4.5 It was also reported that the Northumberland County Council team had 
met with representatives from Heritage Lottery Fund to discuss the 
application.  Feedback from the meeting was as follows:

 There is still strong support for the project;
 Heritage Lottery Fund can only decide you fund up to £2-3M at a 

local level, if the bid is submitted with a request of funding in excess 
of this figure then the project will be considered at a national level.  
From a national perspective this project would find it difficult to 
successfully compete with the level of outcomes that are currently 
proposed.

4.6 The Project Board were obviously disappointed with the status of the 
project at this point.  Northumberland County Council were of the opinion 
that the application date should be delayed until December 2017 for the 
following reasons:

 The bid for Heritage Lottery Funding has to be as strong as possible 
to maximise the possibility of being successful.  With the increase 
financial contribution from Heritage Lottery Fund, the outcomes of 
the project have to be more aspirational in terms of heritage, 
economy and people.  Extra time is required to make sure that the 
supporting information is in place for the application;

 The Engineering team require time to identify areas of possible Value 
Engineering.  This will need to be validated with Historic England and 
Historic Environment Scotland.

4.7 Also it was confirmed that with a new Administration at Northumberland 
County Council the project team needed to re-fresh the authorisation to 
continue with the project (including the Capital commitment).



Executive Committee - 15 August 2017                                                                                            

4.8 Northumberland County Council committed to an increased financial 
commitment at the Cabinet meeting on 11 July 2017, based on:

 a contribution from Historic England (not previously offered) 
 an increased contribution from Scottish Borders Council (without 

consultation with this Authority) 
 an increased contribution from the Friends of the Union Chain 

Bridge;
 and the previously identified contribution from Historic Environment 

Scotland (commitment still to be obtained). 

See Table 1 Below and a copy of the report in ANNEX 1.

Table 1 – Northumberland County Council proposed funding structure for the project

 Financial year
Party 16/17 17/18 18/19 19/20 20/21 Total

HLF grant nil £636,141 £735,000 £1,328,859 £2,300,000 £5,000,000

Historic Scotland nil nil £100,000 £300,000 £100,000 £500,000

Historic England nil nil nil £200,000 nil £200,000

Friends of UCB nil nil nil £100,000 nil £100,000

NCC £93,759 £151,241 £95,000 £400,000 £260,000 £1,000,000

SBC £35,000 £155,000 £150,000 £400,000 £260,000 £1,000,000

4.9 It has been requested by Scottish Borders Council lead officer that an 
independent project manager be introduced into the project team to create 
a controlled approach to the delivery of the Heritage Lottery Fund 
application process and ensure that targets are met going forward.  This 
approach has been agreed and an appropriate resource is being procured.

4.10 Northumberland County Council have also brought in some former 
Heritage Lottery Funding officers to deliver the changes required to the 
application so that it can compete on a national level.

5 IMPLICATIONS

5.1 Financial

(a) Scottish Borders Council has currently committed £550k to the 
project to match fund the previous commitment from 
Northumberland County Council.

(b) The project team continue to challenge Historic England to deliver a 
solution that balances heritage aspirations against project budget.

(c) To match the potential commitment from Northumberland County 
Council the current budget would have to be increased by £450K 
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from the block allocation for Roads & Bridges as per Table 2 below.

Table 2 – Revised Capital Profile

 Financial year

Heading
Expenditure 

to date 17/18 18/19 19/20 20/21 Total
Existing Capital 
Budget £35,000 £155,000 £150,000 £210,000 £550,000
Roads & Bridges 
Block Allocation £190,000 £260,000 £450,000

TOTAL £35,000 £155,000 £150,000 £400,000 £260,000 £1,000,000

5.2 Risk and Mitigations

(a) Despite the efforts to Value Engineer the current project to reduce 
the capital cost, it is unlikely that it can be reduced significantly due 
to the heritage requirements set by Historic England and Heritage 
Lottery Fund.  The Project Board have looked to maximise the other 
available funding from 3rd Parties.  If the funding request to Heritage 
Lottery Fund exceeds the £5M it is unlikely that the application will be 
successful.

(b) If the Heritage Lottery Fund application was unsuccessful and the 
authorities would be left with a declining asset, what could be 
delivered for the remaining money available (circa £1.8M)?

 Stripping out the heritage obligations of Heritage lottery Fund 
and Historic England, it would still be a £5M project to repair 
the bridge to secure the long term future of the structure.  

 However, as the bridge is listed there will still be heritage 
requirements set by Historic England and Historic Environment 
Scotland with any repair.  

(c) If the Heritage Lottery Fund application was unsuccessful future bids 
could still be submitted.  However with the continued deterioration of 
the bridge and the risk of construction inflation the cost of a future 
project would increase, requiring an increased contribution from both 
Authorities.

5.3 Equalities

An Equalities Impact Assessment has been carried out on this proposal and 
it is anticipated that there are no adverse equality implications.

5.4 Acting Sustainably

If the future of the Union Chain Bridge is not secured there is a likelihood 
of a situation of managed decline and the reduction in its service to the 
local communities.  This would have a localised negative effect on the 
economy of the communities and environmental impacts from increased 
journey distances.
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5.5 Carbon Management

Not applicable.

5.6 Rural Proofing

Not applicable.

5.7 Changes to Scheme of Administration or Scheme of Delegation

Not applicable.

6 CONSULTATION

6.1 The Chief Financial Officer, the Monitoring Officer, the Chief Legal Officer, 
the Chief Officer Audit and Risk, the Chief Officer HR and the Clerk to the 
Council have been consulted and any comments received have been 
incorporated into the final report.

6.2 Corporate Communications have also been consulted and any comments 
received have been incorporated into the final report.

Approved by

Martin Joyce
Service Director Assets & Infrastructure Signature …………………………………..

Author(s)

Ewan Doyle Project management Team Leader – 01835 825124

Background Papers:  

Previous Minute Reference:  Executive Committee 7 March 2017

Note – You can get this document on tape, in Braille, large print and various 
computer formats by contacting the address below.  Jacqueline Whitelaw can also give 
information on other language translations as well as providing additional copies.

Contact us at Jacqueline Whitelaw, Scottish Borders Council, Council Headquarters, 
Newtown St Boswells, Melrose, TD6 0SA, Tel 01835 825431, Fax 01835 825071, 
email eitranslationrequest@scotborders.gov.uk. 
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ANNEX 1 – Northumberland County Council – 
Cabinet Committee Report – 
11 July 2017
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