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	Dear Ms Watkin

A303 / A358  (SOUTH PETHERTON TO THE M5 AT TAUNTON)

IMPROVEMENT TO THE SOUTH WEST’s “SECOND ARTERY” 

(PENZANCE TO LONDON, SOUTHAMPTON & THE SOUTH EAST)

1.  I am writing on behalf of the regional South West Chamber of Commerce & Industry network (SWCCI), firstly to signify the Chamber’s full support for the Highways Agency’s proposed improvements to the A303/A358 (South Petherton to Taunton M5/J.25) section of the “Second Artery”. The latter being both a vitally important inter-regional East-West trunk and trade route (linking Penzance to London, Wessex, Southampton, the South-East and to the Channel Tunnel) and a strategic North-South economic corridor (linking Dorset, South Somerset to the M5, Taunton and to North Devon). 

2.   Secondly, to call for this long-awaited and intensively examined strategic project to now be brought forward in the Department’s trunk roads programme, to facilitate its completion in time for the 2012 Olympic Games. Thus complementing the closely associated (and equally important) A354 relief road improvement project serving Weymouth (and the M5/A30 scheme East of Exeter) .

3.   The case for expedition of this project being strengthened by the fact that the A358 routing has already been unequivocally supported by the previous Transport Secretary and by the Environmental Bodies, in preference to earlier proposals for routing through the Blackdown Hills.  It should therefore now enjoy the widest possible backing amongst the SW Region’s Business and Environmental Communities, Economic Development Agencies and Local Authorities - in a partnership of welcome and progressive unity.  

THE SOUTH WEST CHAMBER OF COMMERCE & INDUSTRY (SWCCI)

4.   The 7-County, regionally-focused, South West Chamber of Commerce & Industry was established in 1998 by the leading Chambers located across the SW – as a co-operative venture in direct response to the government’s devolved governance agenda for the English regions. The SWCCI continues to be led by the region’s seven largest Chambers (including the Taunton-based Somerset Chamber), but also represents some 90 further local Town Chambers at secondary level. Together the grouping embraces in excess of 10,000 businesses large and small, employing at least 250,000 people.  

5.  The SWCCI is a pro-active Social & Economic Partner in the South West Regional Assembly and is directly engaged with the SW Regional Development Agency, principally as a member of the SWERDA Board’s Infrastructure Advisory Group.  

6. The SWCCI’s core agenda is championship of the South West’s regional competitiveness - internally, inter-regionally, nationally and internationally, in support of sustaining and enhancing local prosperity within each of our constituent Chambers’ catchment areas.      

THE A303/A30/A358  POLITICAL CONTEXT

7.  The background to the South Petherton – Taunton/M5 section of A303/A358 cannot be divorced from the protracted history of efforts (over the past 60 years), by successive governments, to deliver a fully-dualled second strategic arterial road route between London and Penzance (primarily based upon the M3 / A303 / A30 corridor).  Apart from funding constraints, the principal socio-political/aesthetic/environmental obstacles to final completion of this 310-mile European trade and tourism route have been threefold. First, the World Heritage site at Stonehenge in Wiltshire, second, the Blackdown Hills’ AONB on the Somerset/Devon border and, third, the SSSI at Goss Moor in Cornwall.       

8.  At the end of December 1996, the last Conservative Transport Secretary Sir George Young finally gave the go-ahead for the Ilminster-Honiton “Weakest Link” section of the A303/A30 - to be dualled through the Blackdowns. However, the subsequent lost decade of economic benefit to the South West Economy has been impeded by a truly exhaustive £s multi-millions review process, which progressed through the “SWARMMS” study onward to intense devolved public scrutiny by the SW Regional Assembly. Ultimately, the then Secretary of State for Transport Alistair Darling over-ruled the Assembly’s eligible voting, in April 2004, of 34-29 in favour of retaining the Blackdown routing option. Instead, Mr. Darling indicated unequivocally that the second artery should be diverted, on environmental grounds, northward from the A303 at Ilminster (Horton Cross), along the A358 to Junction 25 of the M5, despite this adding some nine miles to the length of the “Second Artery”.      

9.  Such a protracted review of the 1996 decision (to proceed) has so far lost 10 years’ progress to the region, also diminishing potential added value to the EU’s Objective One and Two Structural funding programmes. So, the timetable for the A303/A358 South Petherton - Taunton/M5 improvements (which also have significant implications for access to and from Weymouth and North Devon) must now be accelerated. The target for completion surely being to match the associated A354 improvements and M5/A30 East of Exeter scheme, all for delivery of in time for the 2012 Olympics. 

10.   Three apposite, and encouragingly “joined-up”, ministerial statements characterise the necessary impetus for the £325 million project to proceed without delay:- 

“Let’s have no further re-examinations and re-examinations and reviews – let’s get on with it and spend the money!”

[ The Rt. Hon. Alistair Darling MP, Secretary of State for Transport – in relation to Transport Policy - 29/5/03]

“…What I know as Secretary of State is that when you’re looking at the South West, getting the transport system right is one of the most important things you can do to help new business and to bring new investment to the Region.”

[The Rt. Hon. Patricia Hewitt MP, Secretary of State for Trade & Industry 26/11/03]

“The whole of the A303 between the M3 and the M5 at Exeter should be upgraded to a dual carriageway, to form a second high-quality strategic road corridor into the peninsula.” 

[The Rt.Hon.Alistair Darling MP, Secretary of State for Transport - House of Commons - 12/03]

THE A303/A358/A30 AS A STRATEGIC INTER-REGIONAL “SECOND ARTERY” TRADE ROUTE AND SUB-REGIONAL ACCESS CORRIDOR

11.  The SWCCI addresses issues on behalf of its members principally at the macro regional level. This submission is therefore focused upon the importance of the A303/A358 in that strategic context. Any local issues arising from the proposed scheme may be addressed separately by our colleagues in the Somerset or other Chambers. 

12. The economic benefits of dualling the section of A303/A358 between South Petherton and Taunton are already well quantified and proven to the satisfaction of the Highways Agency. But the enhanced regional connectivity will, at a stroke, deliver many further benefits - not least in “joining up” to support other government objectives and strategies for the South West Peninsula:-

· Offering a substantially reduced mileage/fuel consumption southern alternative East-West artery to the M5/M4, viable for hauliers and coach operators, potentially reducing congestion on the M5/M4 within the congested “Bristol Box” at Avonmouth and Almondsbury;

· Improving North-South access between Bristol, North Somerset, North Devon, South Somerset and Weymouth in Dorset (notably for the Olympics in 2012), with resultant regeneration and tourism benefits (notably in view of the parallel rail link proving woefully inadequate at present);

· Improving the Westcountry’s visitor experience for short break, all-season tourism particularly whilst rail remains unable to offer a full “seven day railway” service;

· Improving the competitiveness of the Peninsula’s economy west of Taunton by reducing all-year dependency solely upon the M5 artery;

· Substantially improving reliability of all-year access to the Rural, Market and Coastal Towns of East, North, West and South Devon (notably Torbay), and of Cornwall;

· Improving Westcountry access to and from the key ports of Southampton, Portsmouth, also to the M27/A27 South Coast corridor and the Channel Tunnel;

· Reducing CO2 seasonal congestion and emissions by relieving static or slow-moving arterial traffic;

· Relieving North-South access to the Taunton hub, to accommodate the additional transport capacity anticipated from the Borough’s growth. Similarly that of Bridgwater;

· Providing a high quality bypass relief road off J25 of the M5, in the event of partial or total closure of the M5 SW of J.25, whether arising from roadworks, accident or Police investigation under the onerous ACPO “Road Deaths Investigation Manual”;  

ROUTE DETAIL

13.   As mentioned earlier, colleagues in the Somerset Chamber will be examining local implications arising from the minutiae of the routing proposals between South Pertherton and Taunton. However, as the South West Chamber we would like to highlight the following:- 

(a) There should be rapid reaction traffic warning systems located both between J.30 and J.29 on the M5 (northbound), and to the east of the Ilminster/Horton Cross junction on the A303 (westbound) respectively. Capable of warning drivers instantly to divert onto the A303/A30 Blackdowns route - in the event of congestion or closure of the M5 between J’s 25 and 29.  In short, we must, at all costs, avoid access to Taunton becoming gridlocked by arterial tailbacks on the A358 arising from problems on the M5, or risk the entire concept of the “Second Artery” being compromised through its vulnerability to the M5 section.

(b) Meanwhile, the SWCCI recommends that Devon and Somerset County Councils take future note of the successful introduction by the Highways Agency of additional congestion-busting “crawler lanes” on the M5 between J.s 20 and 19. Similar provision is needed to cope with slow moving local agricultural traffic and caravans, on the future A303/A30 relief route between Horton Cross and Honiton.   

(c) The proposed additional grade separated junction south of M5/J25, presumed to be “J25A”(?) at Haydon Farm, for dedicated direct interchange with the A358/A303, is prudent. Particularly as the Summer seasonal traffic using the A303 artery is supplemented by large numbers of slow moving caravan and camper van vehicles.  It is, however, regrettable (particularly from the caravan towing and articulated HGV perspectives) that a substantial 360-degree loop has been deemed necessary to channel eastbound traffic up from the M5 to the flyover level, rather than an easier gently graded long slip road running upward parallel with the motorway. 

(d) The proposal to prioritise the Henlade Bypass as the first section to be dualled appears sensible in the light of growing congestion affecting southern access to and from Taunton. This also being a project with a very long and frustrating history. 

CONCLUSION

14. The SWCCI is pleased to support the Highways Agency’s proposed improvements to the A303/A358 artery between South Petherton and Taunton. 

15.  This is the route selected by the previous Secretary of State and championed with vigour by the environmental bodies as the “Green” option. Its delivery will relieve many of the long-standing infrastructure constraints upon the economic development and business competitiveness of the South West Peninsula. It hence offers maximum benefit to the maximum number of people.   

16.  The SWCCI also urges the addition of “crawler lanes” at key westbound locations along the future A303/A30 relief trunk road between Horton Cross and Honiton. 

17. The SWCCI calls for all of these works to brought forward in the trunk roads programme (from the present start date of 2014), for completion - together with the A354 improvements to Weymouth - in time for the Olympic Games in 2012.  We in the South West know, from the design and contracting triumphs of the recent A30 improvements at Merrymeet and Goss Moor, that the Highways Agency is well able to achieve this if given the go ahead in the not-too-distant future.

18.  To re-quote the present Secretary of State for Trade & Industry, Alistair Darling:-  “let’s have no more re-examinations and reviews, let’s get on with it and spend the money!”

Yours sincerely

Neill Mitchell

Chairman
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