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DRD Roads Service 
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Executive Summary 

Belfast’s strategic location on the Eastern Seaboard Corridor makes it a regional gateway for road, rail 
and sea links to other European cities. The existing York Street junction within the city of Belfast is 
crucial to the movement of traffic into, out of, and around the periphery of the city as the existing at-
grade signalised York Street junction links the A12 Westlink, the M2 Motorway, and the M3 Motorway. 
This is through a complex arrangement of traffic signals that interface with the surface street network 
that includes York Street, York Link, Great George’s Street and Nelson Street. The area surrounding 
the existing junction is highly constrained by residential housing, commercial, retail and industrial 
properties, elevated rail infrastructure carried on the Dargan Bridge and roads infrastructure including 
the A12 Westlink, the M2 Motorway and the elevated M3 Motorway carried on the Lagan Bridge. 
Strategic and non-strategic traffic flows converge at the existing York Street junction resulting in 
considerable congestion at peak hours. The existing York Street junction is therefore by definition a 
structural deficiency, or bottleneck, on the strategic road network as its lack of capacity causes undue 
congestion and thereby delays for freight, public transport and cars. 

Improvements to the strategic road network have been established in Northern Ireland policy through 
the publication of the Regional Development Strategy and the Regional Transportation Strategy. 
These strategies are implemented in local policy through the Regional Strategic Transport Network 
Transport Plan, the Belfast Metropolitan Transport Plan and the Investment Strategy for Northern 
Ireland. These regional strategies together with the local policy publications were based on the 
Guidance on the Methodology for Multi-Modal Studies, an objective led approach to seeking solutions 
to transport-related problems and were prepared in consultation with and informed by stakeholders. 
As stated in the Regional Strategic Transport Network Transport Plan, these high-level objectives are: 

•	 Environment – to protect the natural and built environment; 

•	 Safety – to improve safety; 

•	 Economy – to improve sustainable economic activity and get good value for money; 

•	 Accessibility – to improve access to facilities for people with disabilities and those without a car 
and to reduce severance; and 

•	 Integration – to ensure that all decisions are taken in the context of the Government’s integrated 
transport policy. 

Strategic Road Improvements (SRIs) are managed by Roads Service through its SRI Programme. 
This Programme was expanded in 2006 in response to the identification of an additional £400M by the 
Northern Ireland Executive in 2005 to facilitate its Investment Strategy for the period 2005 to 2015. 
The expansion of the SRI Programme followed a period of consultation with the wider community in 
2006 further to the publication of a consultation document and a draft Environmental Report. At that 
time, the York Street Interchange, “the Scheme”, was proposed as an additional SRI to alleviate 
congestion at the existing junction and assessed in both these published documents. Following this 
process of consultation, the expanded SRI Programme, including the Scheme, was adopted and 
formalised by its inclusion in the published Investment Strategy for Northern Ireland 2008 to 2018. 

Scott Wilson were appointed in June 2008 to take forward a Design Manual for Roads and Bridges 
(DMRB) Stage 1 Scheme Assessment for the proposed Scheme. In undertaking the commission, the 
following activities were identified by Roads Service: 

•	 analysis of the existing junction; 

•	 identification of Preliminary Options; 
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•	 DMRB Stage 1 Scheme Assessment; and 

•	 preparation of a DMRB Technical Directive (TD) 37/93 Stage 1 Scheme Assessment Report (the 
“Preliminary Options Report”). 

At an early stage, a series of objectives were identified for the proposed Scheme to include, at a high 
level, the Government’s five main objectives for transport stated in the Regional Strategic Transport 
Network Transport Plan and the following specific objectives: 

•	 to remove a bottleneck on the strategic road network; 

•	 to deliver an affordable solution to assist in reducing congestion on the strategic road network; 

•	 to improve reliability of strategic journey times for the travelling public; 

•	 to improve access to the regional gateways from the Eastern Seaboard Key Transport Corridor; 

•	 to maintain access to existing properties, community facilities and commercial interests; 

•	 to maintain access for pedestrians and cyclists; and 

•	 to improve separation between strategic and local traffic. 

The mechanisms to effect improvements at York Street have been considered and have included a 
broad based review of alternative schemes. Some alternatives, such as improvements to the existing 
rail network at York Street, have been the subject of examination and deliberation in the past and have 
been documented in various policy documents, including the Regional Development Strategy and the 
Belfast Metropolitan Transport Plan. Other alternatives, for example the provision of tunnelled links 
between the A12 Westlink and the M2 Motorway, were based on more complex engineering solutions 
which, whilst theoretically possible, rule themselves out of further consideration on the basis of cost 
without the need for further detailed study. Of the alternative schemes identified, the introduction of 
grade separation at the junction, either partially or fully, was considered to have the potential to 
achieve the established objectives. 

Any proposed scheme at the York Street junction to introduce partial or full grade separation at the 
existing junction will be a unique engineering challenge in terms of complexity of the problem to be 
addressed given the confined nature of the surrounding site and the constraints that exist. 
Consideration was therefore given in some depth to the available layouts that a new partially or fully 
grade separated junction arrangement could follow, including a review of a wide combination of link 
alignments that were either depressed below existing street level or elevated above the level of the 
Lagan and Dargan Bridges. This review resulted in the development of six Preliminary Options for the 
Scheme. 

The six Preliminary Options for the Scheme were subjected to an engineering, environmental, traffic 
and economic assessment in accordance with the requirements for a DMRB Stage 1 Scheme 
Assessment. The merits of providing full or partial grade separation, through a combination of 
elevated or depressed links, were considered and an assessment of the costs and benefits was made 
for each Preliminary Option using established Cost Benefit Analysis techniques. The Assessment 
Summary Tables included in Volume 2 of this report summarise the key issues associated with the 
Preliminary Options for the Scheme, including a description of the prevailing problems and an 
assessment of the key effects under the Government’s five main objectives for transport. 

Following the completion of the DMRB Stage 1 Scheme Assessment process it is recommended that 
the improvements involving the full grade separation and the partial grade separation be taken forward 
to the Gateway 0 approval stage. In doing so each of the individual elements that formed the basis of 
the Preliminary Options should be further assessed in detail during the DMRB Stage 2 Scheme 
Assessment process leading in turn to the Preferred Option. While the assessment should not 
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preclude any of the elements identified from further consideration the focus should be on a reduced 
number of Preliminary Options. To that effect the four Preliminary Options which, when assessed 
against the five Government transport objectives, provided best overall value for money should form 
the core of the next stage. These entail Preliminary Options 1, 2, 4 and 6. 

It is also recommended that further consideration be given to maximising land availability and 
facilitating access to isolated parcels of land. This should form an integral part of the further 
assessment in minimising severance and maximising land use. 

Given the significant constraints at the existing York Street junction and the complexity in achieving 
the required improvements, further consideration should also be given to the adoption of appropriate 
design standards to reflect driver perception, the provision of maintenance access and the extension 
of the Active Traffic Management system on the A12 Westlink to maximise capacity. 

Finally, it is recommended that the ongoing development of options should consider in detail the 
buildability of the Scheme, possible phasing of various elements and disruption due to construction. 
Each of these issues will have a significant impact on any proposed option and its construction in this 
area. 
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