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Winter Services Policies 

 
 
1.0 Introduction  
 
1.1 Winter Services operations by their nature are complex and require substantial 

flexibility to deal with the wide variety of conditions which can occur throughout 
Northumberland.  Although normally transitory in effect, Winter Services are a 
significant aspect of network management, both in financial terms and in their 
perceived importance to road users.  The County Council recognises the 
importance of providing winter services in an economic, efficient and effective 
way within the resources that are available and to a consistent level of service 
throughout the County. 

 
1.2 Winter Services policies and operations cannot be considered in isolation and 

have been developed to support the wider context of strategic and transportation 
aims of the County Council, as well as having relevance to emergency planning 
for dealing with other extreme weather conditions. 

 
1.3 Following amendments made in 2003 to the Highways Act 1980, highway 

authorities now have a specific duty “to ensure so far as is reasonably practicable, 
that safe passage along a highway is not endangered by snow or ice”. 

 
1.4 As highway authority the County Council is responsible for undertaking winter 

services on County roads.  The service is provided through its own directly 
managed resources and through agreements with certain District Councils. 

 
1.5 The County Council is not responsible for carrying out winter services on the A1, 

A19 and A696 (between the A1 and Newcastle Airport) trunk roads within 
Northumberland. This is the responsibility of the Highways Agency through their 
managing agent A-One. For the A69 trunk road, the County Council has entered 
into a specific contractual agreement with Road Link, the private operating 
company for the road, to carry out winter services on its length within 
Northumberland. 
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2.0  Wider Policy Context 
 
2.1  County Council’s Strategic Statement 
 
2.1.1 The County Council’s Strategic Statement covers five key themes.  These are:- 
 

�  Education and Lifelong Learning 
�  Working Towards an Inclusive Society 
�  Regenerating Northumberland’s Economy 
�  A Healthy Environment and a Safe Environment 
�  Delivering a new Agenda 
 

 
2.2.2 Although supporting in various ways each of these themes, Winter Services 

predominantly contributes to achieving “A Healthy and a Safe Environment”, 
although significant support is given to “Education and Lifelong Learning”. 

 
2.2 Northumberland Local Transport Plan 
 
2.2.1 The Northumberland Local Transport Plan 2006 -2011 sets out the County 

Council’s aims and objectives for transport in the plan period.  In this the overall 
transport aim is to:- 

 
 “Create and maintain a safe, efficient and integrated transport system which 

maximises accessibility, minimises the adverse effect of traffic on the 
environment and communities, and facilitates the development of a strong 
economy and community”. 

 
3.0 Winter Services Statement of Service 
 
3.1 Northumberland County Council aims to provide economic, effective and 

efficient winter service within the resources available which seek to ensure, as far 
as is reasonably practicable, that safe passage along a highway is not endangered 
by snow or ice and delays caused by adverse weather are kept to a minimum. 

 
4.0 Winter Services Policies 
 
 Carriageways 
 
4.1 Winter Services operations fall into three main categories:- 
 
 1. Treatment of Frost (Precautionary Salting) 
 2. Treatment of Widespread Ice and Light Snow 
 3. Clearance of Heavy Snow Falls 
 
 Policies have been developed to deal with these categories in a rational manner 

bearing in mind the resource levels available. 
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4.2 Treatment of Frost (Precautionary Salting) 
 
4.2.1 In rural areas salting will be carried out on all defined Primary and Secondary 

Routes and other selected strategic routes such that residents of small villages 
(defined as greater than a population of 100) will not have more than five miles to 
travel to reach the salted network. 

 
4.2.2 In urban areas (defined as settlements with a population greater than 1000) salting 

will be carried out on all Primary and Secondary Routes and other selected 
distributor roads such that residents will not have more than a mile to travel to 
reach the salted network.  In addition principal bus routes will be salted, as will 
distributor roads having steep downhill approaches (1 in 10 or steeper) to 
junctions with Primary and Secondary Routes. 

 
4.2.3 Roads routinely treated for frost prevention are shown in Appendix A. 
 
4.2.4 Salting will generally be by morning and/or evening turnouts and where salting 

takes place during the early morning the target is to complete routes by 8.00 am. 
 
4.3 Treatment of Widespread Ice or Light Snow 
 
4.3.1 Such conditions are likely to occur when roads are wet and ice is forecast and 

freezing is to continue after 10.00 am or snow falls up to 2” in depth. 
 
4.3.2 Roads to be treated will be as in 4.2 and Appendix A above, plus additional 

identified priority sites, which include accesses to communities where there is no 
alternative salted route, important bus routes and urban distributor roads.   

 
4.4 Clearance of Heavy Snow Falls 
 
4.4.1 Snow falls in excess of 50mm with possible drifting will require the use of snow 

ploughs attached to gritters and the possible use of snowblowers and other 
specialist plant. 
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4.4.2 Clearance of snow will inevitably take longer than salting operations and may 

need two way working.  Conditions may vary across the County and a flexibility 
of approach and management will be required to make best use of available 
resources.  Where necessary resources will be transferred across the County to 
areas of greatest need. 

 
 
4.4.3 In severe snow conditions it will not be possible to clear in the first instance the 

network of roads identified in Appendix A.  In such cases resources will be 
allocated to clear roads in the following priority order:- 

 
 a) Principal Roads – cleared to a minimum two lane width. 
 
 b) Roads into towns and villages – at least one road into each settlement to allow 

access to the cleared major road network. 
 
 c) Major town centres 
 
 d) Other roads 
 
4.4.4 Snow clearance on the lower priority roads will only take place when the higher 

priority roads have been cleared, which may take several days after the initial or 
reoccurring snow storms. 
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 Footways and Cycleways 
 
4.5 The treatment of footways is based on the footway hierarchy set out in the 

national Code of Practice for Maintenance Management, which defines five 
categories based on levels of pedestrian usage.  Normally only the higher usage 
footway categories 1a, 1 and 2 in urban centres and environs will be treated for 
snow and ice in accordance with Table 1. 

 
4.6 However, it is recognised that as well as pedestrian usage site characteristics, such 

as gradient, localised frost hollows, tree cover, footbridges and access ramps, can 
be important factors in determining risk of a fall in winter conditions.  At 
locations where site characteristics pose a particular problem a specific risk 
assessment will be undertaken to determine if a higher level of treatment should 
be undertaken above that justified by the footway hierarchy categorisation. 

 
4.7 The treatment of cycleways is based on the cycleway hierarchy set out in the 

national Code of Practice for Maintenance Management.  This defines three 
categories of cycleway which are based on type.  Treatment will be in accordance 
with Table 2. 

 
4.8 In deploying resources, priority will be given to the treatment of carriageways and 

the treatment of footways and cycleways detailed in Tables 1 & 2 will only be 
undertaken as resources become available.  Treatment of footways and cycleways 
will not normally be commenced before 8.00 am. 

 
 
4.9 Where particular footways or cycleways are actively promoted for non-

recreational purposes by the County Council (i.e. promoted over and above 
normal signing) a site specific risk assessment will be carried out to determine the 
appropriate level of treatment to be undertaken. 
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  TABLE 1                                                 
     

Policy for Treatment of Footways for Snow and Ice  
 

Category and 
Description 

Overnight Frost 
Conditions 

Forecast not likely to 
extend beyond 10.00 

am  

Daytime Frost 
Conditions 

Forecast likely to 
extend beyond 10.00 

am  
 

Extended Frost 
Conditions 

Forecast likely to 
continue throughout 

daylight hours  
 

Snow Clearance 

1a, 1 
Prestige areas in town 
centres, busy urban 
shopping and business 
areas, main pedestrian 
routes linking 
interchanges between 
different modes of 
transport 
 

No treatment except 
reactive salting at 

specified locations of 
exceptional difficulty  

Reactive salting as 
required  

Reactive salting as 
required 

Clearance to be 
undertaken as 

resources become 
available, priority 

given to locations of 
highest usage. 

 

2 
Medium usage routes 
through local areas 
feeding into category 1 
routes, local shopping 
centres, large schools 
and industrial centres 

No treatment No treatment 
 
 

Reactive salting as 
required following 

completion of 
Category 1 footways 

in prolonged 
conditions  

Clearance undertaken 
as resources become 

available in prolonged 
conditions with 
priority given to 

higher usage locations 
 

3 
Linking local access 
footways through 
urban areas and busy 
rural footways 

No treatment No treatment Normally no 
treatment other than 
locations of greatest 

difficulty in 
prolonged conditions 

Normally no 
clearance other than 

at locations of 
greatest difficulty as 
resources become 

available in prolonged 
conditions 

 
4 

Footways associated 
with low usage, short 
estate roads to main 
routes and cul de sacs 

No treatment No treatment Normally no 
treatment other than 
locations of greatest 

difficulty in 
prolonged conditions 

Normally no 
clearance other than 

at locations of 
greatest difficulty as 
resources become 

available in prolonged 
conditions 

 
 
Notes to Footway and Cycleway Policies. 
 
1. Priority will be given to the treatment of roads and resources will not be deployed on treatment of footways and cycle ways to the 

detriment of the roads. 
 
2. Priority on deploying resources to footways will be given in such a way that treatment of the lower categories is not to the 

detriment to the level of service of the higher categories. 
 
3. Snow clearance / treatment of ice on footways or cycle ways may be ceased at any time if, for example, actual forecast conditions 

improve or for logistical reasons. 
 
4. This policy applies to footways within the recognised urban areas. Footways outside the urban areas will not be treated. 
 
5. Treatment of footways and cycleways will not normally be commenced before 8.00am, other than in exceptional circumstances. 
 
6. Prolonged conditions means more than 3 days. 
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TABLE 2            

   
 

Policy for Treatment of Cycle ways for Snow and Ice 
 

Category Overnight Frost 
Conditions 
Forecast not likely to 
extend beyond 
10.00am 

Daytime Frost 
Conditions likely to 
extend beyond 
10.00am 

Extended Frost 
Conditions to 
continue throughout 
daylight hours  
 

Snow Clearance 

A.  Forms part of 
 carriageway 
 

 
Treated in accordance with priority given to carriageway it forms part of 

B. Shared 
 cycle/pedestrian  
 
 cycleway not 
 contiguous with  footway 
or  carriageway 
 

No treatment 
 
 
No treatment 

Reactive salting as 
footway 
 
Reactive salting of 
underpass ramps 

Reactive salting as 
footway 
 
Reactive salting of 
underpass ramps and 
salting of highest 
usage routes in 
prolonged conditions.  

Clearance as footway 
 
 
Clearances 
undertaken as 
resources become 
available in prolonged 
conditions with 
priority given to 
highest usage routes. 
 

C. Cycle trails No treatment No treatment No treatment No treatment 
 

 
Notes to Footway and Cycleway Policies. 
 
1. Priority will be given to the treatment of roads and resources will not be deployed on treatment of footways and 

cycle ways to the detriment of the roads. 
 
2. Priority on deploying resources to footways will be given in such a way that treatment of the lower categories is not 

to the detriment to the level of service of the higher categories. 
 
3. Snow clearance / treatment of ice on footways or cycle ways may be ceased at any time if, for example, actual 

forecast conditions improve or for logistical reasons. 
 
4. This policy applies to footways within the recognised urban areas. Footways outside the urban areas will not be 

treated. 
 
5. Treatment of footways and cycle ways will not normally be commenced before 8.00am, other than in exceptional 

circumstances. 
 
6. Prolonged conditions means more than 3 days. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
7 



  
 

 
 
 
 
5.0 Provision of Salt Bins 
 
5.1 The County Council undertakes precautionary salting on only a proportion of the 

highways network and many minor roads are not treated.  On such roads the 
County Council will consider the provision of salt bins to provide self-help 
facilities.  Provision will only be in accordance with justification criteria which 
limit them to areas where they are most needed. 

 
5.2 Requests for salt bins normally will only be justified where it is considered  that 

there is a particular hazard caused by a steep inclines and sharp bends and taking 
into account:- 

 
�  exposure of the site or otherwise significantly affected by winter weather 
�  prevailing volume of vehicular or pedestrian flow 

            presence of other hazards such as junctions with a main road. 
 
5.3 Bins provided will be filled prior to the start of winter and replenished as 

necessary.  Except in locations of particular sensitivity, bins will be left in place 
throughout the year.  Where necessary damaged bins will be replaced. 

 
5.4 In appropriate locations in rural areas grit heaps may be placed on the highway 

verge. 
 
6.0 Salt Storage 
 
6.1 The County Council has recognised the economic and environmental advantages 

of storing salt under cover and has provided salt barns at key depots.  To date 
barns have been provided at Haltwhistle, Berwick, Alnwick and Bearl.                         

       
       

                                                                        
 
 6.2     At other depots, salt storage is in the open,              
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7.0 National Salt Spreading Research Group 
 
7.1 The County Council is supporting the work of the National Salt Spreading 

Research Group and will use the findings to ensure that the winter service it 
provides is as effective and efficient as possible. 

 
 
 
8 How the Service is Provided 
 
8.1  General 
 
8.1.1     In Great Britain weather is unpredictable from year to year and the 

occurrence of wintry conditions varies considerably through the season. The 
winter services organisation therefore needs to strike a balance between economy 
and the provision of sufficient cover. To plan resources on the basis of regular 
severe winters would be wasteful and conversely to plan on the basis of a short 
mild winter could lead to there being insufficient cover. It is therefore inevitably 
the case that in a severe winter storm there will never be the resources available to 
keep all roads open at all times. 

 
8.1.2  Within Northumberland there are over 3,000 miles of road varying from major 

roads to housing estates and minor rural roads. The altitudes of these roads varies 
from sea level to nearly 2,000 feet and therefore a flexible organisation is required 
to deal with the wide range of winter conditions which can be encountered. 

 
 
 
8.2 Organisation 
 
8.2.1 The County Council as Highway Authority is responsible for all winter services in 

Northumberland. For operational purposes the actual day to day management is 
primarily carried out by Winter Service Managers (for those roads directly 
maintained by the County Council) and Blyth Valley and Wansbeck within their 
Districts. 
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8.3 Plant 
 
8.3.1 The County Council provides a fleet of dedicated bulk gritter/snowploughs, as the 

first line vehicles in the winter services operation. Additionally, demountable 
gritters which can be carried in the back of normal haulage wagons for salting and 
ploughing, and snow blowers, are available to be used in the worst snow 
conditions. All County Council plant is fitted with two-way radio to ensure 
effective communication between the operators and their management. 

                            
              
 

    Snow Blower 
 
 
 
8.3.2 In severe conditions farmers, who have been supplied with snowploughs to fit to 

their own tractors, can be called upon to clear snow from minor rural roads and in 
addition hired equipment from many other commercial organisations (e.g. quarries 
and contractors) will also be utilised. 
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8.4 Salt 
 
8.4.1 Coarse grained Rock Salt is the most cost effective means of melting snow and ice 

on highways and plentiful supplies can be obtained within Great Britain.  Salt will 
melt ice and snow at temperatures as low as -21 C but below -10 C the amount 
needed increases dramatically.  It does however have some environmental 
disadvantages in that it accelerates corrosion of metal and at strong concentrations 
can affect plant life and water courses.  While other de-icing agents are available 
such as Urea their costs range from 6 times the cost of salt upwards. Rates of 
spread of salt are therefore chosen to be the minimum which will achieve the 
objective of melting snow and ice on the highway and cause as little 
environmental damage as possible. 

 
8.4.2 Salt supplies for the winter are ordered in the previous spring to take advantage of 

manufacturer’s summer delivery discounts. The amount held at the 
commencement of the winter allows for the anticipated usage in a "normal" winter 
plus an additional "insurance" quantity to cover for severe conditions, as during 
such conditions deliveries cannot be guaranteed because of the national demand 
and premium prices have to be paid. 

 
8.4.3 At present salt is stored in the open and in barns at the depots throughout the    
           County.   
 
8.4.4    Trials are currently under way of salt additives which assist in the adherence of  
             the salt to the road surface and prevent moisture loss. 
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8.5 Weather Forecasts 
 
8.5.1 The successful operation of all winter services depends on good forecasts of local 

conditions. Forecasts are provided by the Meteorological Office Open Road 
Service on a daily basis from the beginning of October to the end of March. 

 
8.5.2 In order to assist the Weather Centre to provide as accurate a forecast as possible 

and also to monitor the actual road and atmospheric conditions the County 
Council has installed a network of automatic ice prediction / weather reporting 
stations throughout the County.  These devices and associated computer systems 
use the latest technology to graphically provide up to the minute information on 
forecast and actual conditions. The locations of these sensor stations were decided 
following climatologically surveys so that the conditions recorded on the sensors 
can be related to the surrounding highway network. In addition to the information 
received from the sensor stations in Northumberland information is drawn from 
similar devices in neighbouring Authority areas. 

 
8.5.3 Preliminary forecasts of anticipated conditions over the next 24 hours are received 

daily by 10.00 A.M. This allows any necessary pre-planning to begin particularly 
if severe conditions are expected. Detailed both textural and graphical forecasts 
using computerised weather modelling techniques are forwarded by the weather 
centre by 2.00 P.M. allowing detailed planning of any operations to be 
undertaken. In addition to the 24 hour forecasts outline information for the period 
up to 5 days ahead is also received. 

 
9 Operational Techniques 
 
9.1 Routine Salting 
 
9.1.1 On the basis of the weather forecasts the Winter Services Manager will decide the 

course of action to be undertaken in the whole of the County over the next 24 
hours. In some instances in stable warm or very cold conditions the decisions are 
relatively easy. However in marginal conditions the decision whether to salt or not 
is often difficult. Winter Services Manager are all too well aware of the possible 
consequences and dangers to road users following a decision not to salt when ice 
subsequently forms and the expenditure involved and criticism which can be 
levelled following a decision to salt when frost does not in the event occur. Road 
Surface Temperature variations of +- 0.5 C can in these circumstances entirely 
change the service requirements. The improved weather forecasting arrangements 
adopted recently have however eased some of the problems experienced 
previously. 
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9.1.2      In a county as widespread as Northumberland, which has many micro-climates, 

uniform conditions over the whole County are unusual. Some local knowledge is 
therefore essential in the decision making process. 

 
9.1.3 On the basis of the information to hand the Winter Services Manager will issue 

instructions with regard to the roads requiring treatment, the timing of the 
operation the resources required and the rate of spread of salt to be used. The 
actual operation will then be carried out by the County Council or District Direct 
Labour Organisations as directed. 

 
9.2 Snow Conditions 
 
9.2.1 If snow storms are expected all available plant will be prepared and have 

snowploughs mounted and arrangements will be made to have operatives 
available. If possible salt will be spread in advance of the fall as this makes  

            clearance much easier. However, this is not always possible, especially if the   
            snow is preceded by rain. 
 
 
 
9.2.2 As the storm begins Control Rooms will be established at the local Operations 

Manager's offices to direct operations, liaise with the Police and media, and to 
deal with any emergencies which may arise. In very severe conditions 24 hour 
control may be established at County Hall to direct vehicles operating overnight 
on the major roads.  

 
 
9.2.3 During severe snow storms even major roads crossing high ground may become 

blocked and all resources are likely to be diverted to deal with only the most 
major low level roads where closure would be likely to have national and regional 
repercussions the A69, and A189, being the most important.  

           Adjacent Authorities are supplied with details of important contacts within the 
Organisation. 

           The emergency situation however has to be dealt with on a minute by minute basis 
as conditions dictate.  The safety of the operatives has always to be a major 
consideration when directing operations in these circumstances. 

 
9.2.4 As the storm abates and more general clearance can be undertaken the roads will 

be cleared in accordance with the policy identified in Paragraph 4.4 using all 
available County Council equipment and other hired plant as necessary. 
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10 Footnote 
 
10.1.1 The above should enable the reader to appreciate some of the problems facing the 

County Council and its Winter Services Management staff in providing balanced 
and flexible Winter Services to achieve the objectives outlined in Paragraph 2.1. 
The services, which are a substantial component of the overall highway services 
budget, are continually reviewed in order to improve the cost effectiveness of the 
service. 

 
10.1.2 This document has been written in fairly general terms and should the reader wish 

to have further or more detailed information please telephone any of the numbers 
listed in Appendix D where staff will be pleased to assist. 
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Appendix A 
 
 
A1      Plan of County, showing Precautionary Salting Network 
 
A2      Plan Showing Precautionary Salting Network in Blyth Valley 
 
A3      Plan Showing Precautionary Salting Network in Wansbeck District. 
 
A4      Plans Showing Precautionary Salting Network in:- 
 
                                      Alnwick 
 
                                      Berwick 
 
                                      Hexham 
 
                                      Morpeth 
 
                                      Ponteland      
 
                                      Prudhoe 
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BERWICK UPON TWEED 

 
 
 
 
 
 



  
 

HEXHAM 
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PONTELAND 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



  
 

 

PRUDHOE 
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APPENDIX D 
 

 
 

CONTACTS 
 

Any queries regarding this document can be addressed to:- 
 
Dale Rumney ……..Tel. 01670 534075 
 
                                 E-Mail.   mailto:dale.rumney@northumberland.gov.uk 
 
 
 
 
Any queries or complaints about current conditions, gritting, ploughing 
etc, can be addressed to:- 
 
Contact Centre…….Tel. 0845 600 6400 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


