
FAQs – M56 J6-8 webpage 

+ Smart Motorways  

What is a smart motorway? 

Smart motorways use innovative technology to actively control traffic flows and improve your 
journey.  By varying speed limits and using the hard shoulder as an extra lane during busy 
times, we can help you to avoid having to brake or be at a standstill, so that you get to where 
you need to be on time.   

There are different types of smart motorway; 

Controlled motorway – these use various speed limits and have three or more lanes with 
variable speed limits, the hard shoulder is separated from live lanes by a solid white line and 
should only be used in a genuine emergency. 

Hard shoulder running – the hard shoulder is open to traffic at busy times and the speed 
limit will be reduced, do not use the hard shoulder unless overhead signs show that you can 
do so.   

All lane-running – there is no hard shoulder on these sections of motorway. Obey variable 
speed limits and if you need to stop in an emergency, use an emergency refuge area, or 
leave at the next junction.   

Red X – we use a red X symbol to show that a lane is closed because of an incident or 
people working on the road. Driving in a lane with a red X symbol is dangerous and drivers 
must not use it. 

The type of smart motorway we will be constructing for the M56 between junctions 6 and 8, 

will be an all lane running motorway. 

Are smart motorways safe? 

Evidence shows that smart motorways are as safe as traditional motorways, with CCTV, live 

traffic information on electronic signs and traffic sensors all helping to maintain safety levels. 

These features are not present on many high-speed roads and all help to reduce the risk of 

an incident on smart motorways. We use a variety of techniques to spot breakdowns, 

including CCTV and using sensors in the road which automatically detect changes in the 

flow of traffic. We also work closely with the emergency services to manage incidents, 

providing support on the ground with our traffic officers and also from our regional control 

centres. Smart motorway technology means we’re able to use red Xs on overhead signs to 

close any lane to allow emergency vehicles to get through. 

Isn’t it dangerous to not have a hard shoulder? 

We understand concerns about breaking down on smart motorways. Our smart motorways 

have emergency areas at least every 1.5 miles (about every 90 seconds at 60mph). For 

those that are unable to reach an emergency area, we use the technology on a smart 

motorway to close any lane. 

How will emergency service vehicles gain access to incidents? 

The situation with our new proposals is not any different from the current arrangements 
where we operate the hard shoulder as a running lane. We will use the technology to provide 
an access route for emergency services. The important thing is that we can provide this 
route in any lane. 

 

 



+The project 

What is Highways England proposing to do on the M56 between junctions 6 

and 8? 

We will be constructing an all-lane running smart motorway scheme on the M56 between 

junctions 6 and 8. 

This involves the permanent conversion of the hard shoulder into a running lane and the 

installation of technology to control traffic flows and assist in managing incidents. 

The smart motorway project involves: 

• converting the hard shoulder to create a new additional permanent traffic lane 
between junctions 6 to 8, increasing capacity to reduce congestion 

• new electronic information signs and CCTV cameras on overhead gantries. these will 
show variable mandatory speed limits and manage traffic flow and incidents M56 
junction 6 to 8 smart motorway 

• installing remotely-operated temporary traffic management signs along the entire 
route during construction, which forms a key safety feature of the work 

• Four new emergency areas to provide an area of safety in the event of a breakdown 
with new emergency roadside telephones in each emergency area. These will 
connect you directly to Highways England’s Regional Control Centres and pinpoint 
your location 

• replacing the central reservation with a new concrete barrier between junctions 6 and 
8 to help increase safety 

• low-noise road surfacing on lanes 1 and 4 on both sides of the carriageway. 
 

This project will be carried out within the existing highways boundary and therefore no 

additional land is required. 

Why does the M56 between junctions 6 and 8 need to be improved? 

The M56 is a strategic route that carries high volumes of heavy goods and other vehicles. 

Congestion and unreliable journey times are currently experienced at busy periods and 

traffic is predicted to grow.  

The M56 project will relieve congestion and smooth the flow of traffic, improving safety and 

journey times. It will improve the current unpredictability of journey times along this stretch of 

the M56. 

Will this project improve safety?  

Evidence confirms that all-lane running delivers comparable levels of safety to traditional 

motorways. This includes a significant improvement on the M25, and therefore the concept is 

meeting its safety performance objective. 

What is the planned maintenance work that will be done at the same time as 

the smart motorway? 

In addition to the smart motorway work, we will resurface lane 1 and 4 of the carriageway 

with low noise surfacing, install a concrete central reserve barrier and improve drainage.  

We will be looking for opportunities to complete any maintenance works that coincide with 

this scheme during construction of the smart motorway. 



Which contractors are doing the work? 

Galliford Try 

How many gantries are being built? 

The scheme requires a total of 8 gantries, 5 new one and 3 replacements. 

How many orange emergency area bays will be included in the scheme? 

There will be four emergency areas installed as part of this project. 

Will you be doing roadworks at nights and at weekends? 

Roadworks will be required at the weekend and at night when traffic flows are lighter to allow 

us to carry out work that is not safe to do during peak hours. We will keep the local 

community and road users informed of planned closures throughout the project.   

Will work only be carried out during the day? 

There will be temporary closures of the carriageways at night on some occasions. In these 

instances, clearly signed diversions will be put in place.  

During the daytime, we will keep the same number of lanes open each direction as we know 

this is a busy stretch of motorway.  

Overnight, we will need to close additional lanes, slip roads or the whole motorway, for 

example when we put new gantries into position and resurfacing of the carriageway. 

Closures during the work will be available on the scheme web page. Please note that 

closures are subject to change due to weather or unforeseen circumstances. For real time 

traffic information please visit Traffic England at: http://www.trafficengland.com/ 

How long will it take to deliver? 

Main works are due to commence in spring 2020 with proposed completion in spring 2021. 

Some advanced works are required prior to start of main works but these will not impact 

drivers.   

Why does it take so long to build if it is just installing some signs? 

Smart motorways provide increased capacity in a cost-effective way, maximising the use of 

the existing road. Smart motorways can be delivered more quickly than traditional widening 

schemes without the required land take for widening.  

The activities involved with the construction of smart motorways include: 

▪ The removal of the steel central reserve barrier and construction of a new a concrete 
barrier; 

▪ Road restraint barrier in the verge for safety; 
▪ Central reserve and hard shoulder strengthening;  
▪ constructing emergency areas; 
▪ Drainage works; 
▪ Removal of existing signs and gantries;  
▪ Installation of new gantries, technology and signs; 
▪ New communications infrastructure to enable the Regional Control Centre to operate 

the new signage;  
▪ New CCTV cameras with full infrared coverage; 

http://www.trafficengland.com/


▪ Full resurfacing of carriageway with low noise surfacing. 

 

+ Benefits of the scheme 

How will this improve traffic flow? 

Smart motorways increase capacity to reduce congestion and improve journey time reliability 

by making the hard shoulder available as a traffic lane and by using variable speed limits to 

smooth traffic flow. This keeps traffic moving at a lower speed and prevents the stop-start 

conditions that are common in this area of the M56. 

How will this benefit local communities? 

The main objective of this scheme is to reduce congestion and improve traffic flow; in turn 
this will support businesses within the area. 

 

+ Effect on road users and residents  

How much delay will be caused by the traffic management? 

Construction will inevitably have some impact on the local community, businesses and road 

users. Throughout the works, there will be a temporary traffic speed restriction to 50mph and 

we will maintain three narrow running lanes to keep traffic moving in each direction during 

the day. 

Where possible and safe to do so, we will limit the amount of full closures required and carry 

out as much work as possible during the day or under lane closures at night. When closures 

are required, closure information will be advertised on the Highways England project 

webpage and Traffic England; clearly signed diversion routes will also be in place. We 

advise drivers to plan ahead and take into account the anticipated delays when preparing for 

journeys.  

Traffic Safety Control officers (TSCO) are in operation 24/7 during the works to deal with any 

incidents as quickly as possible and we also provide a free recovery service to take you and 

your vehicle to a place of safety in the event of a breakdown within our works. 

We are working closely with local authorities, local communities and businesses including 

Manchester Airport and other Highways England schemes to coordinate closures to identify 

any specific issues and implement measures to address them wherever possible. 

What impact will the work have in terms of noise and other disruption on local 

residents? What will you do to keep this disruption to a minimum? 

Wherever possible, the noisier operations will be undertaken during daytime hours. If the 

work we’re planning to do means we have to move or extend the Traffic Management (for 

example if we need to close additional lanes), then the work will have to be undertaken at 

night. We will make every effort to limit the time taken on this type of work.  

During the construction, impact on residents along the route will be minimised through the 

following measures:   

• Where reasonably practicable, we will be providing temporary noise screening to 
working areas; 



• In some noise sensitive locations where temporary screening is not feasible, we 
will aim to undertake vegetation clearance works in day time hours; 

• Aim to programme working activities to minimise noise impacts at sensitive 
locations i.e. planning works to move away from sensitive locations; 

• Providing advance notice of noisy programme activities; and  
• Dust causing activities to be planned so as to avoid sensitive locations where 

possible, and best practice will be applied to minimise dust. 

 
Will the project increase noise and visual impacts for residents living close to 

the motorway? 

The Environmental Assessment Report has shown that there will be no significant impacts 

as a result of the scheme. 

As part of the design, lanes 1 and 4 will be re-surfaced with low noise surfacing, lanes 2 and 
3 will remain as existing, unless the surface requires replacement as part of the works, in 
which case low noise surfacing will be used.  

No homes are expected to qualify for noise insulation under the requirements of the Noise 
Insulation Regulations. No new noise barriers are proposed.  

In order to install key pieces of infrastructure such as gantries and emergency areas, some 

trees and vegetation will need to be removed. Vegetation clearance will be kept to a 

minimum in order to preserve as much of the highway verge screening and local ecology as 

possible. Where possible, vegetation that has been removed will be replaced.   

Will there be more noise as a result of the improvement works? 

Construction will inevitably have some impact on the local community, businesses and road 

users. We will work closely with local authorities and local communities to identity any 

specific issues and implement measures to address them wherever possible. 

Will there be any loud construction activities? 

Some loud construction activities will need to be carried out, such as piling (a method of 

driving large wooden, concrete or metal posts into the ground) for the construction of the 

retaining walls for the emergency areas and gantry foundations etc. 

We will make every effort to undertake these activities as early as possible and to minimise 

the impacts to surrounding areas. 

Have you considered the impact upon residents from construction noise, dust 
and vibration?  What measures will be put in place to mitigate any impact? 
 
We have undertaken an Environmental Assessment report which is available to view on this 

webpage under ‘Documents – Environment’. The report considers impacts on noise and 

vibration, air quality, ecology and landscape and visual impacts. Other potential impacts 

were identified and ruled out at earlier stages. 

Wherever possible, the noisier operations will be undertaken during daytime hours. If the 

work requires us to extend our Traffic Management (e.g. requiring lane closures) then the 

work will be carried out at night in order to maintain 3 lanes of traffic during the day. We will 

make every effort to limit the time taken on this type of work.  



During the construction phase, we will implement best practice measures to control dust and 

other emissions.  

• Controlled vegetation clearance, standard pollution prevention control measures 
and measures to minimise dust, artificial lighting and noise. 

• Provision of low noise surfacing in lanes 1 and 4 in the opening year and future 
maintenance incorporating low noise surface across all lanes . 

• Additional planting to replace the loss of, and improve, existing screening 
vegetation. Proposed planting would be native and aim to provide improved 
biodiversity. 

• Ecological mitigation to protect wildlife that is currently using the land within the 
proposed scheme or located close to it. 

 

Some of the required works can create vibration which may be felt in nearby properties 

situated close to the carriageway. The activities are used widely in the civil engineering 

industry and should not cause damage to either properties or their foundations. 

What about drainage? 

The design of the M56 scheme will take into account any additional run off water that may 

occur from increasing the surface areas of the carriageway, including the new Emergency 

Areas. The drainage plans are currently being considered as part of the detailed design 

process. 

Drainage at Cow Lane  

Highways England successfully carried out some work to improve drainage at Cow Lane in 

early 2019. Whilst this work did not relate to this scheme in particular, anyone who has any 

questions is welcome to call 0300 123 5000. 

 

+ Traffic Management 

Why have you implemented narrow lanes? 
 
Installing narrow lanes allows us to retain three lanes of traffic during day time hours whilst 

the improvement works are carried out while also allowing additional space at the side of the 

motorway to provide a safer working environment for our workforce.       

Why are there reduced speed limits within the works area? 
 
Reduced speed limits are necessary for the safety of both road users and road workers. 

Roadworks create a different environment for drivers in which reactions and behaviour 

change; for that reason a lower speed limit is necessary. 

 

 


