THE CASE FOR MORE ROWING WATER IN CAMBRIDGE

Please note this was published in 1998 – since then there have been some changes to the course of the new river, no longer called the Millennium Cut, following discussions with environmentalists.  These are designed to increase the environmental benefits of the scheme, primarily by protecting the Green Belt by using the new river as a moat round Stourbridge Common and Ditton Meadows.

There have also been further restraints placed on college rowing to try to reduce what sometimes has been described as chaos on winter mornings, whilst the introduction of men’s and women’s hours during the summer means the number of college crews allowed on the water is restricted to the 45 crews an hour in any one direction now felt as being the maximum number a two lane river can carry and still enable those crews to train independently of one another.

Summary

An analysis has been carried out on the current requirements for rowing, primarily by college crews, on the Cam.

It concludes there is a conflict in interest between the need to attend lectures and practicals and the need to practice on the river ; and that this conflict may mean up to 900 members of the university a day are missing part of, or all, academic activities during the two Winter terms.

The solutions suggested are:-

Reduce the numbers rowing by at least half.

Delay the start of lectures in the Michaelmas and Lent terms to 10.30 a.m.

Increase the amount of water available for rowing.

The analysis compares two options for more water, the £15 million International Rowing Course proposed for Milton, and the £5 million Millennium Cut, a new stretch of river from Riverside to Ditton Corner, and concludes that only the latter can eliminate the conflict between academe and rowing.

The Millennium Cut will double the numbers that can safely train on the existing river to 120 crews an hour, enabling the recent cut in the number of Lent crews to be rescinded.  It is estimated that as many as 4,000 rowers a year, (this includes competitors from off the Cam), will benefit from the Cut and that town rowing could expand by 25%.  Although the Cam has a good safety record, the margins have been considerable eroded over the last few years as the use of the river has increased, the Millennium Cut would more than restore those margins.
History

The first proposal for cutting a new stretch of river across Ditton Meadows and Stourbridge Common was made about 15 years ago. This was after the planners decided not to accept a proposal for a 2,000 metre rowing course to be built in conjunction what was then the Northern Bypass Project and is now the A14.

At the time, although James Crowden had already started to complain about the difficulty in getting in unimpeded courses when Pembroke were training for the Mays, congestion was not seen as a major problem.  The main selling point for the Cut was to offer quality training plus benefits in ease of organisation for virtually all the events that take place on the Cam.  All very nice but difficult to quantify and also to justify when asking for the few million pounds building the Cut will require.

Ironically it was an article suggesting the Cut that was carried by The Times that acted as the catalyst for the International Rowing Course proposal at Milton.

This year's Lents (1998)

The decision to cut the number of divisions in the Lents, and to extend them to 5 days, was made based on a letter from the Committee of Senior Tutors.  This letter claimed that rowers were being pressurised by other members of their crews to miss lectures so that the crew could train.  If only a couple have lectures out of the 9 in an eight such peer pressure is hard to resist.

The Calculations

This year 150 crews trained for the Lents with only 120 being allowed to race, 12.5% down on last year.  The average number of outings a week is now estimated to have reached 5, with one of those on Saturday, leaving 4 to be fitted in during the weekdays.  This means the number of crews wanting to go out on any weekday is 4/5 of 150, i.e. 120.

The average time taken for those outings is estimated at 1.5 hours, of which 15 minutes will be waiting in queues due to congestion on the river.  

The estimated capacity of the river in such conditions is 60 crews per hour in each direction.  The sanity check on this assumption is that it, if it takes 5 minutes for a crew to get from the Railway Bridge to Ditton Corner, there will be 5 crews moving in each direction, i.e. 10 crews will be in the Long Reach at any one time). (At a presentation to the Combined University College Boat Clubs Officers’ meeting in September 2001 it was felt that the maximum capacity for a two lane river was probably 45 crews an hour if those crews wanted to follow independent training programmes rather than follow one another down the river).  

If, during the Michaelmas and Lent terms, the first crew takes to the water at 6.45 a.m., the last time a crew can boat and still be back at the boathouse 15 minutes before lectures start at 9.00 a.m. is 7.15 a.m.  If the capacity of the river is 60 crews an hour this means only 30 crews out of the 120 wanting to train can do so without impinging on "academic" time.  

In turn this implies 75% of the crews, 90, comprising 900 people if they all have coaches, will not be able to train outside "academic" time.  Some of course will be lucky in that they may be able to find a 2 hour slot (15 minutes have been allowed on either side of the water time) when they do not have academic activities.  However such numbers will steadily be getting less.  There is no lighting on the river beyond the Stonewall / Riverside hence training in the evening is not feasible, it would be too dangerous in darkness to have any more crews than the occasional town crew on the water.

Many crews probably cut their outings short and also try to avoid disrupting more than their first lecture.

Solutions

The easiest solution is to reduce the numbers rowing.  If only 50 crews were allowed to train then they all could be accommodated before lectures start as the reduced number would reduce congestion both increasing the capacity in terms of crews per hour and also reducing the average time spent on the water.  Indeed before women started rowing when there were only 5 men's divisions, with each crew probably averaging 4 outings a week instead of 5, there was little sport / academe conflict.

The second solution is to delay lectures by 1.5 hours i.e. to 10.30.  This would enable the current high numbers to continue participating in the University's main sport, training both the mind and the body. (Another 1.5 hour's availability at 60 crews an hour equals the 90 "slots" required).

The third, and most expensive by far is to increase the numbers that can train at any one time, - hence the Millennium Cut.  This would be a duplicate stretch of river of similar width in a straight line from the end of the Stonewall to Ditton Corner, approximately 1700 metres.  There would be a new bridge over the river at Ditton Corner for coaches to continue down the river.  It is envisaged there would be a one way system, crews going downstream would use the Cut, those returning upstream would use the Long Reach. 

(note this was the 1998 proposal, The 2001 camToo Project is for the duplicate river to run along the edge of Stourbridge Common and Ditton Meadows giving approximately 1,000 metres of straight river.  This enables the Green Belt to be better protected by turning Stourbridge Common and Ditton Meadows into an island)

By allowing crews to overtake one another easily down the Cut and back along the existing stretch of river from Ditton Corner to the Green Dragon footbridge, the number that could train would be doubled.  The Cut would thus increase the capacity of the river to at least 120 crews an hour.  Furthermore that ability to overtake crews stopped for coaching would cut down the queuing reducing average outing time to 1.25 hours. They could also row at racing speed for up to 5 minutes, 1500 metres, thereby getting much more "quality" training.

This means in order to get back to the boathouse by 8.45 a.m., the last crew must go afloat at 7.30, i.e. 45 minutes after the first at 6.45 a.m.

45 minutes at 120 crews an hour equals 90, 75% of those wanting to train, leaving another 25 to be catered for.  Those could be accommodated after dark if they were not allowed to row beyond Ditton Corner.  The only stretch of the river they would be using in both directions is alongside Riverside where there is street lighting and coaches have a good view of the river.

The International Rowing Course at Milton

This is designed to enable Cambridge to host international regattas, and consists of an eight lane 2,000 metre course reached from the river by a 2 lane "canal" under the railway line and 1,000 metre 4 lane section.  The access point to the canal is close to the Little Bridge.

The Course appears to offer little help towards increasing the rate at which crews can train.  The existing river is already full so trying to feed more crews onto it from Milton will not increase the numbers.  Similarly it cannot offer anything in terms of capacity to crews rowing to it from the existing boathouses, only even longer outings! 

If crews are prepared to stay on the Course even though training for races on the Cam it will increase the hourly rate.  However because it is at least an extra 20 minutes cycle time from the boathouses the last crew must come off the water by 8.25 a.m. to get to lectures in time.  If this crew only trains for an hour then it must have gone afloat by 7.25.

This would give another 40 minutes of boating time (6.45 to 7.25) which, if there was sufficient space to boat, could perhaps enable another 40 crews to train.  Added to the 30 training on the existing river this leaves 50 to use the Course in the dark with no lighting and no "crash barrier" down the middle. 

There are several disadvantages. 

It is unlikely that 90 crews would want to use the Course 4 times a week when training for racing on the river (many of them would be the lower boats). They would also have to get up earlier in the morning! 

They will end up spending 40 extra minutes an outing cycling to and from the Course effectively lengthening the outing to more than the current 1.5 hours even if they only are on the water for one hour. A one hour outing may well be regarded as too short to allow for effective coaching.

A substantial bank infrastructure will be needed to get crews on and off the water and into a boathouse at the rate of one a minute.  The boathouse would also have to be big enough to accommodate all the eights.

There will also be a limit on the number of crews that could safely train on the Course in the dark at any one time, the danger of a head-on collision between crews going flat out would be high.

(The continued increase in provision for safety means that there would probably have to be a safety launch on the water before crews could go afloat in the winter terms, thereby adding to the cost per outing for crews)

Summer

The above calculations are based on the Michaelmas and Lent terms, 2/3rd of the university year.  In the Summer most rowing is carried out in the evenings but again the river appears to be at the limit of its capacity.

Last year  (1997) there were 10 divisions in the Mays, i.e.172 crews, probably equating to about 190 crews training.  There is also an active local rowing community wanting to train during the week, which could easily take the total number to 250.  Whilst most of the town crews will be sculls and fours they may actually require a disproportionate amount of river as an eight wanting to do a flat out piece will wait for a longer time before setting of in pursuit of a scull or a four. The numbers training on any one day are calculated as before as 4/5 of 250, i.e. 200.

If the same figures are used for Summer rowing as for Winter rowing, i.e. average outing time 1.5 hours, river capacity 60 crews an hour, it will take nearly 5 hours for all the crews to go afloat, train, and get off the water.  However Summer outings are usually longer than those in the Winter whilst with more slower boats about the river capacity is likely to be less. It's not surprising there are often "stragglers" returning in the dusk! 

The Millennium Cut would cut this time to about 3 hours as well as improving the quality of the training carried out.

The International Rowing Course would also enable this time to be reduced, but only if crews based themselves on it and did not go on the river.  Most of these are likely to be the town crews as they will be training for regattas and hence do not need to practise how close they can cut Grassy Corner!  

If all the town clubs relocated to Milton that would free up about 45 minutes of river time.

The Bumps

The Millennium Cut would enable the divisions to be run closer together thereby reducing their impact on academic time.  Crews would marshall in the Cut before their division and start to move once the last crew cleared Ditton Corner.  This would cut at least ten minutes off the 45 minute gap traditionally used between divisions when using the full course. The 8 divisions originally planned for the Lents could have started at 1.30 p.m. and finished at 5.00., reducing the number of lectures and practicals affected by one day and keeping the numbers rowing up.

Similarly the 10 divisions planned for the Mays could possibly be squeezed into 5 hours as opposed to taking 7 hours as at present, allowing an extra division if numbers justified.

Town Rowing

The main measurement of the strength of town rowing is the numbers who row in the town bumps over four evenings at the end of July.   Last year there were 4 divisions, 3 of eights and one of women's fours, approximately 700 active rowers, of which circa 15% were juniors, i.e. under voting age.   Again time is the constraint, it is considered impossible to get more than 4 divisions in before it is too dark.  The Millennium Cut would enable an extra division to be fitted in giving the opportunity for a 25% increase in rowing. 

(The continued growth of town rowing resulted in the women’s division going into eights and the addition of a 5th division in 2001 when 82 eights took part making the ‘Town Bumps’ Cambridge’s biggest mid week sporting event with nearly 1,000 directly involved (equivalent to 2% of the local electorate)).
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