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SALISBURY, HASTINGS … AND NOW the blackdown hills 

Top green groups unite to oppose road proposals

Britain’s leading transport and environment groups have joined together for the first time since the Hastings Bypasses campaign to express their joint opposition to proposed road-building.

Transport Secretary Alistair Darling will decide within weeks whether or not to approve recommendations from the South West Regional Assembly about the London – South West and South Wales Multi-Modal Study (known as SWARMMS) [1]. The recommendations include the large-scale and expensive dualling of the A303 and A30, including within nationally designated areas, such as the Blackdown Hills Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty in Somerset. The scheme is part of the creation of a second strategic road route to the south west.

National and regional representatives of CPRE (Council for the Protection of Rural England), cycling campaign group CTC, Friends of the Earth, the Light Rail Transit Association, Living Streets, the National Trust, Railfuture, the Ramblers’ Association, the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, Transport 2000, the Wildlife Trusts and the Woodland Trust have written to Mr Darling, objecting to the proposals. They say that if the recommendations were accepted in full, this would mark a virtual end of any attempt to implement an integrated transport policy in the south west.

The groups are specifically concerned about:

· The lack of an evidence base for the recommendations 

The Regional Assembly’s recommendations are not supported by the consultants’ conclusions nor those of the Assembly’s own scrutiny panel.

· A weak economic case for increasing road capacity

The South West Regional Assembly (SWRA) believes that a second strategic route to the south west is needed, in addition to the existing M4/M5. The economic appraisal of the SWARMMS strategy did not substantiate this. There is little to suggest that the peripherality of the far south west will be reduced by the road-building, still less that it would result in a net economic benefit for the region.

· The need for a change of direction in investment priorities

The priority in funding and delivery should be for local transport solutions: “soft” measures, enhanced local and express bus and public transport interchange, local safety schemes and public transport priority measures. 

· Environmental damage

The new roads would result in significant damage to nationally designated areas such as the Blackdown Hills, West Wiltshire Downs and Cranborne Chase Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs) and would potentially affect the Stockton Wood Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) – one of the country’s top wildlife sites

· Future road building ambitions

This will not be the end of significant road-building in the south west. Regional bodies seem to still believe the now discredited idea that we can build our way out of transport problems with new roads. 

Copies of the letter to Mr Darling are available on request.

Friends of the Earth’s Executive Director Charles Secrett said:

“The economic case for this destructive road-building just doesn’t stand up.Bulldozing the Blackdown Hills will mean motorists can reach the traffic jams of the South East nine minutes quicker. If Alistair Darling gives his approval, it will lead to massive damage to some of the south west’s most beautiful areas, and effectively signal the end of the Government’s integrated transport policy in the region.”

Transport 2000 Director Stephen Joseph said:

“The answer to congestion problems on the way to the South-west lies in improving public transport links and encouraging people to use them. Bulldozing a dual carriageway through the Blackdown Hills – valued for their quiet beauty – would be nothing short of environmental vandalism.”

CPRE Director of Policy, Neil Sinden said:


“This Government has passed legislation to enhance the protection of our most beautiful landscapes but is being asked to severely damage one of the best examples through senseless road building.  These road proposals should be confined to the scrap heap where they belong – for they have no place in a modern transport policy which protects the countryside.” 

ENDS

[1]
SWARMMS is one of a series of multi-modal studies, commissioned by the Government following the 1998 Roads White Paper. The two-year study concluded in May 2002. The final report recommended widening the A303 through the Cranborne Chase and West Wilshire Downs Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, but rejected dualling the A303 / A30 through the Blackdown Hills in Somerset as too environmentally damaging. An alternative – upgrading the A358 between Ilminster and Taunton was recommended as less damaging. However, in its recommendations on SWARMMS, the South West Regional Assembly has opted to back both alternatives.


The Blackdown Hills were described in a 1989 report for the Countryside Commission as one of the “… few parts of England where such an extensive area of countryside is so untouched by the pressures of modern development” 
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