
MEMORANDUM


To: Development Management         From:  Sustainable Transport     
                           

Ref: PL/23/09142                                Ref: C/23/09142                                                                               

                                                             Date: 1st November 2024


PL/23/09142 Outline application (with Access to be determined) for development of a new Motorway Rest Area (MRA) to provide up to 241 car parking spaces; up to 63 Heavy Goods Vehicle (HGV) parking spaces; coach and caravan parking; amenity building; fuel filling station; new roundabout access from B4005; and associated landscaping, infrastructure and ancillary works

Submissions Reviewed

October 2024 – Technical Note

Relevant Planning & Guidance

National Planning Policy Framework – September 2023
LTN1/20 – Cycle Infrastructure Design
Wiltshire Active Travel Design Standards
Wiltshire Active Travel Parking Standards
DMRB
Manual for Streets
Wiltshire Draft LCWIP
Wiltshire Draft Design Guide

Overview

There are several matters in relation to the application that remain open which have been part of submissions and responses to date.

The first matter relates to the inclusion of a ‘farm access’ from the proposed 55m ICD roundabout to provide access to the application site. I have attempted to rationalise the position that it is National Highways Policy to not allow access through to other developments from a Motorway Service Facility.

Taking the literature at its word it reads as:

‘Access to the strategic road network
91. The suitability of connections to roadside facilities from the local road network will be considered on a case-by-case basis by the relevant local planning authority as part of the planning process. However, there must be no route through a roadside facility or its access link between the local road network and the SRN. In addition, any subsidiary accesses must be restricted to staff, deliveries, parties carrying out duties for and on behalf of the Secretary of State, the company, the emergency services, and breakdown recovery and assistance.

92. Access to other developments through a roadside facility or from its connection to the SRN is not permitted. Furthermore, where a new connection is agreed for a proposed roadside facility, the company will expect any subsequent change in the permitted land use to be in accordance with paragraph 22 of this circular.’

The rationale for this is understood from the position of not supporting other development being accessed through a facility of this nature when served from a Motorway or Trunk Road. The wording of Paragraph 91 is to my reading not one of significant legislative weight. Although the general purpose is understood it seems that there is ample scope, despite the policy, for some acceptance that this specific scenario was not a likely envisaged outcome of the intention of the policy. 

In that regard, it would be of interest to see how the policy is intended to be applied, presumably by planning condition, which to my mind would be one that could only be presented by National Highways or the Local Planning Authority. It certainly does not appear to a requirement of the Local Highway Authority.

There appears to have been too literal an interpretation of the policy or what it intends to achieve for the purposes of the Farm Access position. The contrary position is also correct that if the policy position has been correctly interpreted and would be secured by planning condition to achieve exactly the outcome of Paragraph 91 and by virtue paragraph 22, then the appearance of the farm access due to ‘It is also not considered practical to create a new farm access further along the B4005 to provide access into the field, due to level differences and the impact on the established buffer zone planting. It should be noted that the fourth arm has been designed to accommodate farm vehicles only and any change of use associated with the adjacent site would be subject to an entirely separate planning application.’ has not been sufficiently evidenced or addressed. Only in the outcome of any other access solution from the B4005 being unachievable could the potential for access from the proposed roundabout be considered as reasonable.

To be clear while a motorway services should not have any other development served when online is entirely clear. As would be to some extent a through route to housing development or a school, for example but it is possible to see occasions where some form of other access could be achieved without creating a safety or capacity issue. It may be that the applicant simply does not want to provide access to the farm across the proposal site leaning on the policy wording, but it seems that it could be achieved and have no discernible impact on the safe operation of the site. 

In that regard, there is very little meaningful difference between the Farm access being provided from the new proposed roundabout and giving consideration to farm traffic being allowed into the site in terms of the operation on the roundabout. In fact, on the rare occasions farm access is required its movement could be misinterpreted by other motorists, although unlikely to cause a harm. It is difficult to discern how the activity could be severe within the site given the presence of HGV movements being part of the development proposals.

The alterations to the allotment access point have also not been fully addressed and could result in movements immediately before entering or immediately after exiting the roundabout. The keep clear marking proposed suggests potential turning out in either direction where it may be more appropriate and safer to enter the roundabout and carry out a 180-degree turn. Further evaluation of the most suitable access solution for the existing allotments is required. This would be the second access that is complicated by provided the development access.

There are concerns relating to the forward visibility and how other vehicles could block sightlines travelling west bound. The levels are not known if the eastbound forward visibility can be retained across a large cutting and would need to come under local highway control for safety reasons.

However, in terms of the access point alternative forms of junction could all be achieved, by design criteria and satisfying ‘safe and suitable’. In terms of junction selection there is no design rule on the best form of junction. It is the subjective opinion of this and other officers from the local highway authority that a roundabout is likely to offer the best inherent safety, for the speed and movements and effective space created, especially when considering slower turning and moving HGV’s. A roundabout provides greater space to interpret conflict whilst retaining movements. Signals would objectively remove conflict through intergreen timings and intervisibility zones but would result in static queues and slower traffic and add queues on the B4005. A standard T junction, considering that little need for a ghost right hand turn inbound exists, would provide the least space for conflict assessment at the highest speeds.

The signalised junction appraisal of impacts and harm is difficult to accept as the submissions appear to have strayed too far into other consultee concerns. The planning balance has been inferred and instead of seeing the proposal and being able to seek other views it has been assumed by the transport consultant that the loss of hedgerow would be too great along with energy output and emissions increases. These may be factors but are not the domain of transport specialism. Greater costs were also raised; however, we routinely secure 20-year lifespan signals agreements with applicants for costs. Therefore, we have mechanisms to secure contributions for maintenance for signals, which is worth noting reflected against the option presented not supporting such a position.

There is a concern that the non-highways points lack the objectivity of other statutory views and planning balance to discount for the reasons made.


Route Use and Maintenance

The route to and from the proposed access has been a concern from first submission. It appears to have been difficult to impress the driver experience and expectations of the route. This response will attempt to present the concern in a way that can be understood.

When a driver is on the motorway, travelling from either direction towards junction 16, they are clearly on a motorway. It carries all the characteristics and design of a motorway. Upon exiting the mainline and entering the grade separated slip roads there would be presence of signs that inform the correct arm and lane for exiting. Westbound will first be informed to use the nearside lane for ‘all other routes and services’. It will then be informed to use the nearside lane again for ‘A3102 Royal Wootton Bassett, B4005 Wroughton and Services’. The proposed sign for B4005 Rest Area could easily be concealed in the proposed location and is also a second ‘name’ from other ‘Swindon Rest Area’ signs. The junction lacks a roundabout map style Advanced Directional Sign (ADS) which to my mind would be the clearest instruction to drivers on the route to the proposed development.

Similar issues are present travelling eastbound placing drivers in the 3rd lane over on the approach to the traffic lights on the slip road. The guidance of the signing in the absence of a roundabout map ADS is a concern.

There would also be the overall impression of the route, noting the context of the roundabout and where the destinations are that exiting the M4 onto the A3102 in either direction would generally meet expectations in terms of continuation of journey on a lower classification but primary route.

In terms of leaving the SRN and moving onto the B4005 there is a clear gap between the infrastructure provision and continuity of route to the overall destination. The gap is limited to the section of the B4005 between junction 16 and the proposed roundabout, which has been presented as in accordance with Design Manual for Roads and Bridges.

Whether the A3102 routes are to DMRB design principles is unknown but they have the characteristics in place. The B4005 link proposed is absent of these qualities and is simply a ‘B’ class local road that has an arm leading to and from junction 16.

In visual terms, unless the motorway service area could be seen from the B4005 it would not be immediately obvious that the correct route to the destination has been taken. Whether or not the site should be visible from the B4005 becomes an open and fair question.

The assessments for the application have not provided geometric information in relation to the B4005, in terms of its width, gradients and other design elements to inform if it is a ‘DMRB’ road or would become a short local road between two DMRB standard assets. Given the development proposal, levels of use, even the expectation of users it seems reasonable to expect a clear and continuous strategic road level of journey experience to and from the point of destination. This has not been sufficiently addressed within the submissions.

From a local authority position it does not appear appropriate given the clear difference in purpose and levels of use to retain the link as the classification B4005. It does not assist the local authority in terms of setting a clear hierarchy of roads that both sections leading away from the proposed roundabout should continue to be the B4005. The B4005 would continue to the east, but the west section leading to junction 16 should be upgraded physically and in road classification terms.

This position is based on expressing the selections for access that are better but not provided by this proposal:

1. Mainline Motorway Service access
2. Offline immediately from SRN grade separated junction.
3. Offline from continuous SRN Trunk Road ‘A’ class or ‘A(M)’ access
4. Offline from transition from SRN to local authority roads ‘A’ Class Road
5. Offline from transition from SRN to local authority roads by any other lower class of road

Aside from the acceptance that a B-road may be better than a C-road or a U-Road this option is the least acceptable burden on infrastructure. There appears to be little to no guidance in the provision of offline services accessed from local authority roads on the burden of infrastructure.

It is also stated that the business rate would support the increases in traffic, but overall the view is that the development HGV movements result in more harm than the development offsets in rates and given that no other development can or would act in HGV terms in such a fashion on this length of highway, whilst noting the inability to secure from the central governing funding block any additional sums the points made from the submissions are not valid.

In terms of block funding there is no mechanism in place to secure a greater level of funding for the same road, even if it was reclassified so the extra use would not be recoverable via funding mechanisms. In that regard there are only two meaningful solutions in the absence of not supporting the use.

The first option is to make the road to a suitable standard by design and construction and inherit the long-term change in infrastructure provision eventually as a normal cost to the authority, acknowledging that there will be no additional routine block funding. In this case it would have to be an informed choice to the extra burden and at this time there is not a sufficiently presented position to understand what would be inherited as a maintenance responsibility. There would be a period where the traffic would still be seen as extraordinary in the development lifecycle.

The second option is to secure the traffic as extraordinary, by agreement. Whilst the submissions have stated that it is not an appropriate use of Section 59 of the Highways Act. This is not an agreed-on point as there appears to have been an over-reliance or interpretation of what can or cannot be defined as extraordinary and that it applies to short term construction only. Whilst the legislation is often used for construction traffic, it is not limited to this purpose. If the road was not upgraded, it will at least be maintained to its current standard with no detrimental financial elements on the maintaining authority. Although this is a lesser preferred option.

When considering examples in law of use of S59 of the Highways Act and printed positions there is sufficient grounds for the extraordinary nature of the HGV traffic, if not for the entire lifetime of the development but for some, by virtue of the passage of time converting the use from extraordinary to usual. However, as per the above the usual use will have a detrimental effect to which the overall inherited maintenance responsibility is not understood.

‘If the extraordinary traffic is due to the opening of a new factory or quarry and the consequent permanent increase in HGV traffic on a particular road, then the period for which the highway authority can recover its extra costs is limited to the duration of the extraordinariness of the new traffic.’ (Lexis PSL)

There can be no debate on the clear and unarguable position of the impacts of this proposal. Taken from the proposed 55m ICD roundabout the B4005 to the west, now travelled on by a significantly greater number of HGV will have a shorter lifespan than the B4005 to the east which until these movements are accepted is the baseline level of lifespan for the B4005.

In other words, the short section of the B4005 between J16 and the proposed access will require replacing more frequently than the B4005 to the east of the proposed access for no other reason than the acceptance of this proposal.

The general position of the applicant is that these are burdens that local highway authorities should accept and seek more block funding for. It is not considered that seeking further funding is possible.

The construction phase whilst of some time and albeit somewhat unknown at this time will result, to my mind, less HGV movements for the entire construction on the B4005 than the open development would generate in its first year alone. In other words, the application submissions recognise the need for it for the lesser construction but will incur the same level of damage back on the very same road in less than a year. It is difficult to support the position, and the assumptions made in this response on overall movement numbers are sound in the absence of the work needed to fully understand the impacts of this proposal on the highway infrastructure and maintenance budgets.

Sustainable Modes

Overall, as a place of work, the site would only be walked or cycled to if someone had no other choice. The need to negotiate a motorway junction, even with controlled crossing points does not create a sufficiently good environment to encourage walking and cycling at all times of day and year. 

It is accepted by design that crossing points and footways as infrastructure would be defined as ‘safe and suitable’ but those are inherent design safety and suitability standards and do not necessarily result in the provision of safe and suitable infrastructure for all users.

Motorway Service areas have challenges as workplaces, and many have local access points to assist with access. Having considered examples many are on rural routes with little dedicated walking or cycling infrastructure and are simply local roads to parking areas to allow for access avoiding the motorway. However, this does not result in a genuine choice of transport modes.

Highways Position

Objection

It is not considered based on the positions of the highway authority and responses to date that the concerns of the highway authority have been sufficiently addressed in a way that would allow for an informed position on the highways impacts of the proposals including access to and from the site.

The farm access and allotments access have not been satisfactorily demonstrated as safe and suitable and necessary, with no other suitable alternative.

The long-term maintenance of the access route and increased burden would not be recoverable.

The site does not support walking and cycling for users, to a level that walking and cycling to the site are a genuine choice. Walking and cycling would occur in the absence of choice of other modes, mainly the private car.

It is considered that the local context and infrastructure issues have not been satisfactorily addressed by this proposal to overcome concerns relating to ensuring that walking and cycling are prioritised as an outcome of this proposal, which is a position reflected in the NPPF, Core Strategy and emerging Local Plan.

Chris Mead
Sustainable Transport
Email:christopher.mead@wiltshire.gov.uk
