TravelWatch SouthWest Comment
Westbury Bypass
On the morning of Wednesday July 2nd those who had campaigned against the Westbury Bypass for many years opened their letter from the Department of Communities and Local Government to see the result. They must have known however that the odds were heavily staked against success, but in fact the Inspectors had categorically rejected the scheme. His report contained a long list of reasons including conflict with regional transport policy, national transport policy, the lack of need for the scheme in terms of traffic and congestion in Westbury, and the scheme’s impact on the Special Landscape Area. The Secretary for State had then agreed with the Inspector’s diagnosis and the scheme had failed to get planning permission.
TravelWatch SouthWest sees this rejection of the road as a signal for change. Major road construction is not as easy as it sounds and increasingly out of fashion in modern society, because policy often dictates against it and because it expensive and often environmentally destructive. That said, the public wants to travel. Many people would love to use the train but being stuffed into carriages like sardines is not only very uncomfortable but also makes you feel like a second class citizen. It shouldn’t be that way.

The South West Spatial Strategy - a grand planning and transport document covering the growth of the whole south west up to 2026 - currently puts the emphasis on the corridor running from Bristol to Bath, Trowbridge, Salisbury, and Southampton. The word “corridor” is now a favourite in transport-speak because it switches the emphasis from just talking about a road (like the A36) to connections between places, and looks at travel by car, bus, rapid transit, or train.

The regional strategy also allocates many thousands of new homes to Bristol, Bath, Trowbridge and other parts of Western Wiltshire. This can only mean that demand for rail is going to go up, and people will also need the kind of high quality bus network and rapid transit system that you get in Europe in order to get about. 
Passenger numbers inc more thsn people expecting. Dft – fracnises are too short for investment in rolling stock – dft playing catch –up,,,13,000 new cariiages but very materialised and very few our way…fgw 44 of them, for Cardiff –portmouth service, replacing 3 car trains, ….33 carriages….2 car trais…
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….ellis…..what it costs to get a rolling…suppliers market, welsh assembly gove and Scottish can outbid everybody elese…..125,000 …..350,000   newtork rail access charhes and companies are paying more. Gov has underwritten extra charges for existing services…..all existing services paid but any new train beatrs full brunt of the access charges……not first great western profiteering, but the track access charges, The cancellation of the Westbury Bypass People going to work, shopping or using our increasingly certalised services will want to EMany people blame the train operator, First Great Western for short trains but things are not so simple. There is a real national shortage of carriages and competition when it comes to where new rolling stock should be deployed. TravelWatch SouthWest is currently urging Ministers to approve a proposal from First Great Western for eleven new four-carriage trains to be deployed on the Cardiff to Portsmouth via West Wiltshire route, in order to reduce the current unacceptable amount of over-crowding on the existing services of two or three carriages, thereby making up for years of under-investment in the busy rail network in Wiltshire. The existing trains on this corridor should then be cascaded to operate on other local services.

TravelWatch SouthWest will also be lobbying Wiltshire Council and adjoining local authorities to invest in a much larger number of low-floor, easy access buses, with a reduced carbon footprint, and the early introduction of far more bus priority initiatives to deliver a significant reduction in existing journey times

The Inspector’s Report 

· A departure from the Local Plan for the area

· A conflict with the Structure Plan’s landscape protection aims

· The scheme does not align well with regional policies and objectives

· The A350 is not a corridor or national or regional importance
· HGVs were about average for the type of road

· Journey times on section of the A350 bypassed are not unreliable or unpredictable to any significant extent.

· Outside of peak hours this route is not generally congested, and there is little peak period spreading, no extended congestion

· Reservations about the robustness of the transport model and a lack of conviction that it could be used to assess best route or effect of the bypass
· The support by Bath of the scheme and the implication that traffic from Bath might transfer from the A350 A46 does not sit well with the policies in the emerging SW RSS. 

· The WWTE was doing well and did not need the eastern bypass. Unconvinced that lack of an eastern bypass was holding expansion back.
· Little reason to conclude that the scheme would lead to regeneration or increased self containment at Westbury or more widely in West Wiltshire.
· There would be very real risk that quicker road travel times might encourage rather than reduce the extent of commuting by car.
· The Far Western Route would remove significant volumes of HGVs and, without a weight ban on Station Road in Westbury on the bridge, be more effective than the application scheme at reducing HGVs on Station Road. 
· A Far Western Route would significantly reduce the volume of HGVs using the A361 and through Southwick and North Bradley. 
· The benefits of the FWR would be spread more widely and could be expected to contribute to the scheme objectives of facilitating regeneration and easing the transport of goods to and from commercial employment areas as well as providing a significant measure of relief within Westbury.

· In arriving at the right solution, there had been a lack of cross-boundary working. An optimum solution should be been arrived at  irrespective of boundary positions and responsibilities, which would deal with transport problems in the area as a whole. In other words, Somerset, Wiltshire and the HA should have worked together.

· Changes in in air quality in Westbury are unlikely to warrant an overall assessment very different to “negligible” in the case of increases in NO2 and “slight beneficial” in the case of reductions. 
· The inspector talks about the WWTE, other industrial areas and the railway station. These places he explains, are relative inaccessibility from the west and north west (Bristol/Bath – South Hampshire corridor of regional importance in the emerging RSS). But because the scheme is to the east, the road would do little to improve their accessibility. 
· The inspector was very concerned about the extremely large impact that the scheme would have on the landscape and tranquillity east of Westbury, particularly on the Wellhead Valley which he repeatedly heard evidence of how much this locality was appreciated – loved – by many Westbury residents. This impact was such that 
8.86All told I consider that this length of the route has only “low landscape capacity” to absorb the proposals; the “proposed change would inevitably result in a number of negative effects on landscape character/features/elements”. Put bluntly, the whole character and appearance of the Wellhead Valley would be fundamentally changed. I rank the landscape effect as “very large adverse” in year 1 reducing no more than to “large adverse” as the scheme matures. 8.87A “large adverse” effect is that the proposals would be very damaging to the landscape in that they (CD10.18 Table 2): 

8.107 The WWTE appears to be densely occupied with few vacancies, although there appears to be more scope at the adjacent Brook Lane/Northacre Park. However, there is no evidence that it is the lack of an eastern Bypass that is holding back further development there. 

8.114All told I have found little reason to conclude that the scheme would lead to regeneration or increased self containment at Westbury or more widely in West Wiltshire. Conversely there would be very real risk that quicker road travel times might encourage rather than reduce the extent of commuting by car. 

8.116 
Nevertheless, changes in air quality are unlikely to warrant an overall assessment very different to “negligible” in the case of increases in NO2 and “slight beneficial” in the case of reductions. 

8.209The FWR would therefore be less effective than the application scheme at reducing overall traffic on the A350 in Westbury. However, it would remove significant volumes of HGVs and, without a weight ban, be more effective than the application scheme at reducing HGVs on Station Road. It would also significantly reduce the volume of HGVs using the A361/C234 route through Southwick and North Bradley. The benefits of the FWR would be spread more widely and could be expected to contribute to the scheme objectives of facilitating regeneration and easing the transport of goods to and from commercial employment areas as well as providing a significant measure of relief within Westbury. 

8.213

8.114All told I have found little reason to conclude that the scheme would lead to regeneration or increased self containment at Westbury or more widely in West Wiltshire. Conversely there would be very real risk that quicker road travel times might encourage rather than reduce the extent of commuting by car. 

There are 3 highway authorities with responsibilities in this area: Highways Agency, Somerset County Council and WCC. Whilst one option for the FWR could be constructed entirely within Wiltshire (Figure 1, WCC/SP/1), flow changes would impact on roads managed by all 3 authorities. If options other than an eastern bypass of 
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Westbury are to be considered, such complications should not prevent the identification of an optimum solution irrespective of boundary positions and responsibilities, which would deal with transport problems in the area as a whole. 

8.82But south of Newtown – the greater part of this length of the route – I rank as significantly better, as “very good”, that is to say it has “strong landscape structure; distinct features worthy of conservation; no detracting features”. The raised knoll between this dry valley and Westbury obscures the town from the valley, while the escarpment to Salisbury Plain provides a striking and dramatic “outer” edge. Whatever may be the underlying geology between the High Chalk and the Greensand and Chalk areas, in my view the valley at the foot of the escarpment is an integral and inseparable component of the landscape quality of this edge of Salisbury Plain. Apart from the small, attractive brick and stonework pumping station, nestling in woodland, and the equestrian centre at Newtown, there is virtually no man made structure seen within this area, just a network of fields and paths, including West35 running up the valley essentially parallel to the route of the Bypass. 

8.83The existing A350 running at ground level past Madbrook Farm has very limited impact other than on its immediate fringe. Away from there, aural tranquillity reinforces the landscape quality, and both are heightened by the town’s proximity yet almost complete separation from this area of countryside. Unsurprisingly, I repeatedly heard evidence of how much this locality is appreciated – loved – by many Westbury residents. 

8.86All told I consider that this length of the route has only “low landscape capacity” to absorb the proposals; the “proposed change would inevitably result in a number of negative effects on landscape character/features/elements”. Put bluntly, the whole character and appearance of the Wellhead Valley would be fundamentally changed. I rank the landscape effect as “very large adverse” in year 1 reducing no more than to “large adverse” as the scheme matures. 8.87A “large adverse” effect is that the proposals would be very damaging to the landscape in that they (CD10.18 Table 2): 

Are at considerable variance with the landform, scale and pattern of the landscape 

Are visually intrusive and would disrupt fine and valued views of the area 

Are likely to degrade, diminish or even destroy the integrity of a range of characteristic features and elements and their setting 

Will be substantially damaging to a high quality or highly vulnerable landscape, causing it to change and be considerably diminished in quality 

Cannot be adequately mitigated for 
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Are in serious conflict with government policy for the protection of nationally recognised countryside as set out in [when written] PPG7 

8.95Since a less adverse effect on one part of the route does not reduce a more adverse impact elsewhere I assess the overall effects as “very large adverse” initially reducing to “large adverse”. 

The Bratton Road viewpoint looking to the White Horse would be less enjoyable, subject to high traffic noise, but conversely travellers on the Bypass would enjoy a clear open view of the landmark above them on the escarpment. With no readily accessible connecting route, few would be likely to divert to make an immediate visit but some might be enticed to return at another time. Conversely, walking in the countryside east of Westbury would become considerably less attractive, not least along the Wessex Ridgeway. There are no facilities associated with either location, and so more or fewer visitors would not directly affect the local economy either way. 

8.111In Westbury itself, the attractive historic core is not greatly affected by the existing A350. The reduction in through traffic, and the town centre measures, would undoubtedly make Westbury more attractive for visitors, but it would not be a transformational change: there would still be road traffic. It must be a moot point whether the measures would attract more people to visit the town than might be lost by those who simply bypass it. 

8.108What is very evident is the limited, or even lack of, a rail connection or road/rail interchange despite the proximity of two main lines and a station, which could provide a unique selling point, particularly for any business handling bulk commodities. An eastern Bypass would do nothing to address that, whereas the Lafarge Works already has its own rail connection on that side of the town. 

TravelWatch SouthWest will continue to press the Government to urgently address the serious over-crowding for passengers travelling on train services between Cardiff and Portsmouth through Bristol, Bath, Trowbridge, Westbury and Salisbury. TravelWatch SouthWest is currently urging Ministers to approve a proposal from the train operator, First Great Western, for eleven new four-carriage trains to be deployed on the Cardiff to Portsmouth via West Wiltshire route, in order to reduce the current unacceptable amount of over-crowding on the existing services of two or three carriages, thereby making up for years of under-investment in the busy rail network in Wiltshire. The existing trains on this corridor should then be cascaded to operate on other local services.

TravelWatch SouthWest will also be lobbying Wiltshire Council and adjoining local authorities to invest in a much larger number of low-floor, easy access buses, with a reduced carbon footprint, and the early introduction of far more bus priority initiatives to deliver a significant reduction in existing journey times
Chris Irwin, the Chair of TravelWatch SouthWest, said today (Thursday 12 February):-

“The time is now right for major investment to deliver a ‘step-change’ in the provision of public transport in West Wiltshire – most people are prepared to make the switch to public transport, provided that it is efficient, frequent and affordable.’’
Notes for Editors

1. TravelWatch SouthWest (TWSW) was established in 2001 as The South West Public Transport Users’ Forum (SWPTUF) to promote the interests of public transport users in the South West of England government region (comprising the counties of Cornwall, Devon, Dorset, Gloucestershire, Somerset and Wiltshire and the unitary authorities of Bath and North East Somerset, Bournemouth, Bristol, North Somerset, Plymouth, Poole, South Gloucestershire, Swindon and Torbay) – the Forum became a Community Interest Company, limited by guarantee, in August 2005. SWPTUF adopted the trading name of TravelWatch SouthWest in June 2006 and the Community Interest Company changed name to TravelWatch SouthWest CIC in November 2008.

Membership of the TravelWatch SouthWest CIC is open to every ‘not-for-profit’ organisation in the South West England government region whose sole or principal purpose is to represent the users of any public transport service or to promote the development of public transport services – membership is also open to other ‘not-for-profit’ organisations’ in the South West England government region who represent the interests of special and potential classes of public transport users e.g. the disabled or the elderly. TWSW currently has over ninety members.

TWSW, which is a social enterprise company, acts as an advocate for passengers to lobby for the improvement of public transport in the region and works closely with the South West Regional Assembly and with the South West Regional Development Agency – with the dissolution of the former Rail Passengers Committee for Western England in July 2005, TWSW is the representative body for public transport users throughout the South West England region. TWSW is currently funded by the South West Regional Assembly, South West Regional Development Agency, local authorities and a number of public transport operators.
2. Further information relating to this media release is available from Chris Irwin, the Chair of TravelWatch SouthWest (telephone number: 013-8086-0119 or 079-0021-8290)
www.travelwatchsouthwest.org
TravelWatch SouthWest CIC is a company limited by guarantee.
Registration Number: 5542697 Registered Office: Cranmore Cottage, East Cranmore, Shepton Mallet, Somerset BA4 4SD
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