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WESTERN BYPASSES OF STOURBRIDGE AND WOLVERHAMPTON

Feasibility Study : Response 

(2nd draft)

Following on from the West Midlands Area Multi Modal Study (WMAMMS) a feasibility study has been produced by GV Grimley and WS Atkins on behalf of the Highways Agency and Advantage West Midlands into proposals for Western Bypasses of Stourbridge and Wolverhampton. 

Its remit was to consider the regeneration arguments for and against the routes, the environmental impacts and the transport implications. At the request of the Highway Agency it also considered use by Strategic Traffic.

The West Midlands Regional Sustainability Forum, an umbrella organisation for environmental groups was given a seat on the Steering Group, and I was asked as Regional Policy Officer for the West Midlands regional group of the Council for the Protection of Rural England (WM CPRE) to take the place on the Steering Group for the Study. I have expressed to the Steering Group concerns about the usefulness of the final report and decided, in consultation with colleagues, to report those concerns in more detail. 

In some cases the concerns are about the methodology but in many it is the interpretation being put on the figures that emerge and a failure to consider those in a critical enough manner in relation to the case being put for the Bypasses by the Local Government Association at the forthcoming Public Examination into Regional Planning Guidance.

It should also be noted that while the study was originally requested by the WMAMMS Steering Group to examine the proposals as set out in the WMAMMS report the new study has largely endorsed a much more environmentally damaging scale of road building than WMAMMS recommended, including grade separated junctions and up to three new dual carriageways into the conurbation.

This is not in the view of the environmental sector consistent with Government Policy that Roads will be built as a last resort and points to an incremental return to large scale road building in and around the conurbation (and across the Region) in some areas beyond the extensive Roads Programme of the 1980s which was dramatically reduced in the 1990s.

I will consider the study’s three main areas of interest and conclude that: 

Ÿ the traffic benefits are being highly exaggerated

Ÿ the economic and development impacts are not properly analysed

Ÿ the environmental analysis is sound but does not take into account the additional environmental impact of link roads and resulting development pressure
It is also worth noting that WM CPRE and WM FoE have worked closely with local residents who are concerned with the road and have advised their Action Groups on the implications of the schemes. This report does not seek to argue our case against the roads, details of which can be accessed on WM CPRE’s web site:

http://www.halesowen.btinternet.co.uk/cpre/cpre home.htm 
South Staffordshire District Council was also given a place on the Steering Group to reflect their concerns about the proposals. Other Councils such as Bromsgrove District Council have expressed concerns about the implications for Green Belt Policy and Sandwell Council have expressed doubts about the Regeneration Claims.

1. Traffic Modelling

While membership of the Steering Group has only allowed me limited access to the modelling for this study a number of broad concerns about the traffic conclusions arise. 

Ÿ The report does not analyse critically the amount of extra traffic the bypasses would generate 

Ÿ The report does not assess whether the traffic conclusions are robust if other elements of WMAMMS are not delivered

Ÿ The report emphasises traffic reassignment from the M5/M6 without analysing whether that is desirable or whether it will reduce overall journey times

Ÿ While the traffic modelling suggests only small travel savings to key regeneration areas the report over-emphasises specific routes without analysing their relative importance to the area in question

Ÿ The report fails to consider whether the capacity of link roads into the conurbation to handle additional traffic is realistic or whether, if it is not, a bypass and link road strategy would be better than a non-bypass link road strategy into the Black Country
b. Generation of traffic

The SACTRA Report on the Generation of Traffic in 1994 reviewed the evidence on whether or not new roads generated (or as they preferred to say ‘induced’) additional traffic. They concluded that they did and identified three criteria which would influence traffic induction.

Ÿ where the network is operating or expected to operate close to capacity

Ÿ where travellers’ responsiveness to changes in travel time or costs is high, as may occur when trips are suppressed by congestion and then released when the network is improved

Ÿ where the implementation of the scheme causes large changes in travel cost

They identified particular problems in modelling this for schemes on the edge of large conurbations (‘peri-urban’ schemes) because of the mix of local, regional and national traffic involved. It is certainly clear, and they acknowledge it, that the M25 is an example of peri-urban ring roads inducing traffic. Clearly this is an issue which should have been addressed in detail in the report given the RPG goal of reducing the growth in travel. It also has the effect of potentially falsely amplifying the benefits of the schemes because induced traffic would add to congestion in the do-something scenarios undermining the bypasses effect.

One particular example that should have been examined is Merry Hill. If the bypasses encourage shoppers to access Merry Hill from further afield this would clearly have huge potential for generating traffic which would otherwise have accessed more local centres.

Another area of traffic induction which is implied in the study but never analysed is travel to work. The report emphasises that Black Country employers will be able to access the wider regional skilled Labour market even though this depends on the effectiveness of the link road assumptions. However, what is true in this context for the Black Country is also doubly true for employers in other areas, for example, the M42 corridor attracting workers from further away.

Research has shown a general drive time susceptibility among workers, that is to say a willingness to spend a specific amount of time commuting whatever distance is involved. In other words, even were the current regional housing pattern to remain the same, the bypasses would over time allow people to buy houses further from where they work. This would be particularly true around the edges of the conurbation in the Green Belt where the time savings the bypasses would induce would be greatest. Given, therefore, a thirty year time span in modelling terms one would expect a general dispersal of population as a result of the bypasses’ construction. 

I understand the study generally followed the WMAMMS approach, allowing for some reassignment within a fixed trip model. However, the study report does not identify the extent of traffic generation or its impacts on particular routes. 
This is a huge omission which makes us suspect the impact of induced traffic has been grossly under-estimated.

c. Comparison with do minimum.

The study compared the bypass scenarios with a do-minimum which involves all the modal, behavioural and economic schemes included in WMAMMS. However, many of the modal schemes, including elements of the Regional Express Railway and Metro, are not forecast for implementation until the very end of the thirty-year plan period. Indeed, there is some scepticism as to the deliverability of some elements of WMAMMS.  Equally importantly, Road Charging is an issue which is likely to remain contentious and may never happen. Both the public transport schemes and road charging help to reduce congestion within the conurbation. The report doesn’t test how the bypasses would function without those schemes. This could, of course, compound the issue of link roads into the conurbation considered later.

The study has, therefore, failed to examine the robustness of its conclusions against potential real world scenarios that would undermine them.

d. M5/M6

The report concludes that the Western Bypasses would lead to a reduction in traffic on the M5 and M6. However, the M5 in the do-minimum is running within its capacity and the M6 is only congested in one direction during the Morning Peak, which is what one would expect given the tidal nature of commuting on the M6 from Staffordshire to the conurbation. 

On the M6 Southbound (between the M54 and M5) where the congestion is heavy the 2% reduction resulting from At-Grade Western Bypasses is consistent with the BNRR evidence of a reduction of 1-4% for that section of motorway. However, such a reduction would not remove stop-start conditions and would, therefore, be unlikely to lead to the M6 being perceived as no longer congested. Even the Grade Separated option does not lead to the motorway getting close to free flowing and we are sceptical of an analysis that suggests the bypasses can lead to greater benefits on the M6 than with the BNRR. 

It should also be noted that the position of the Highways Agency and Midland Expresssway Limited at the BNRR Public Inquiry was that a toll free BNRR would lead to both BNRR and M6 remaining congested and that BNRR, despite providing a free flowing alternative to the M6, should not be justified as a way of removing congestion from the M6.

Moreover, traffic coming to the Black Country from many areas to the South would have to use the section of the M6 South of the M5 whether or not the bypasses were built. There is little reason to suppose those sections of motorway would be affected at all by the bypasses’ construction.

Reductions on sections apart from the M6 South are all on places which even in the morning peak are moving within their overall capacity. In the case of the M5 South of the M6 interchange, the levels of congestion are minimal and there is no reason to argue that moving traffic off that route is a benefit. Even assuming that the motorway traffic reduction figures in the report are not undermined by traffic generation there seems little evidence that the introduction of the bypasses would have a marked effect where there is most congestion. Again, this is consistent with the BNRR evidence which suggested that the BNRR would provide an alternative route but would not remove congestion from the motorway. Indeed the Highway Agency wrote to South Staffordshire District Council recently in relation to pollution measurements that they did not now consider the BNRR would reduce traffic on the northern sections of the M6 at all. 
It should also be noted that the figures given in the report for West Bromwich suggest that if there are any time benefit on the motorway they would be lost very quickly on other access roads to places like West Bromwich, which, according to the report, gains less than a minute in journey times from all motorways apart from the M54. 

Overalls time savings may be small on the M5/M6 route and much of the reassignment will be from sections of the M5/M6 which are perfectly capable of carrying that volume of traffic. 
e. Strategic Traffic

The M5/M6 results directly links to the question of strategic traffic, generally defined as traffic passing through the region. WMAMMS took the view that strategic traffic should remain on the M5/M6. It is, however, seen in this study as important that it transfers to the Western Bypasses. The report shows a reduction of traffic going from M5 South to M6 North on the motorway. 
However, there is no evidence that for this traffic the levels of motorway congestion are unacceptable. Nor is there any evidence given that the transfer will lead to significant overall time savings for long distance traffic. 

f. Relative Importance of Routes

The report includes several tables of time savings to locations within the Black Country. It does not include measurements of time savings to the M42 corridor, for example, which might work against Black Country regeneration but these can be deduced and should have been better analysed in the report.  The tables of time savings do demonstrate clearly the relative benefit to areas in, or very close to, the Green Belt to the detriment of areas deeper within the conurbation and the huge mismatch in accessibility gains. 

Just as worryingly the Study’s approach does not identify the relative merit of the routes to the centres involved. This becomes more critical in centres closer to the heart of the conurbation. In the case of West Bromwich there are very few time savings from the identified zones except from the M54 (W) where there is a 5 minute, or 13%, saving. This appears impressive and is later played on as a good example, but it may be that very little traffic is using (or would use) that route. Indeed the M6 (N) where there is an overall time saving of 0.8 minutes may be much more important for traffic from that area travelling north. It could be argued that traffic will now transfer from the M6 (N) to the M54/Western Bypass. But this would then lead to increased congestion on link roads into the Black Country, and there is no evidence put forward as to their ability to cope. 

While the overall percentage time savings give a better idea of the benefit (although they treat equally large numbers of people getting very small benefits and small numbers getting large benefits) there is no analysis of what are key journeys to areas like West Bromwich. 

The example of Wolverhampton given in the report also needs to be taken with some caution. Not only may it depend on link roads from the bypasses which do not exist, but all the industrial areas identified as needing regeneration in the Report are to the East of the City Centre and would, therefore, suffer congestion beyond the centre.

Our conclusion is  that the bypasses would have an imperceptible effect for longer distance travellers to areas like West Bromwich. This is not reflected in the report. Its conclusions are at the best generous.

g. Link Roads

The time savings predicted in the report lead to reductions in traffic on some roads and increases on others. In general (as one would expect) routes parallel to the bypasses improve while routes that cross or access the bypasses become more congested.

This situation threatens the validity of the conclusions of the study but there appears to have been limited examination of the implications of this except the conclusion that two or three more dual carriageways should be built. 

This is a major concern because: 

1. There has been no analysis of link capacity. In other words the time savings are purely theoretical. If link capacity is a major issue some of the time benefits would dramatically alter. In the case of Wolverhampton time savings might well be negated and in the case of West Bromwich they might easily be reversed, with link delays leading to longer trip times to the area. 

Without proper consideration of this issue all the supposed benefits could evaporate or worse. To take an example, the report says the A463 East of the A449 has a traffic increase of 20% Eastbound and 100% Westbound in the Grade Separated Option. The route is not dual carriageway and passes through a complex series of major road junctions close together at Sedgeley. One of our members recently travelled that route during the am peak and recorded a 6 minute delay thorough those junctions. We have not done any more formal analysis but clearly an increase of traffic on that route would be likely lead to severe increases in delays, which could easily negate the theoretical benefits of the study. And while WMAMMS suggests some improvements to this route and their benefit was therefore included in this analysis, no work has been done to assess the practicality of improvements. 

This is a critical issue for any approach to access to the congested Black Country and failure to address it in this report is a serious fault.

2. Although the study recommends two to three dual carriageways into the conurbation from the bypasses to address link road capacity the study does not make any specific recommendations, nor does it analyse where the link roads would go. No extra dual carriageway link roads are proposed in the WMAMMS Report or included in RPG. They would add substantial additional road proposals to a region which already has the M42 and M6 Widening, the M6-M54 Link, Dudley Southern Bypass Link and the Bypasses themselves to fund and which will probably have difficulty funding all the modal measures in its various Multi Modal Studies even if the increased money in the Government's ten year plan were rolled out over thirty years. The link roads would not only be potentially extremely expensive, they would also be controversial given the urban areas they pass through. 

Moreover, there must be some doubt about the impact they would have on the townscape they pass through. In the case of the West of Wolverhampton, for example, the options would be the A454 or the A41, both of which go through some of the most desirable residential areas in the city such as the historic centre of Tettenhall. Indeed they are precisely the residential areas attractive to highly-skilled, potential out-migrants. Wolverhampton City Council have consistently rejected widening these roads as options for the city because of their value to the townscape and character of Wolverhampton. 
If the study is relying on these link roads to deliver urban regeneration there are serious planning, political and practical implications to their implementation especially as they have not been identified in any other study or in the Regional Transport Strategy (RTS).
3. Thirdly, the reliance on additional link roads goes to the heart of the case for the bypasses in WMAMMS. It was argued then that alternative proposals for road improvements to access the Black Country, such as widening the A4123, were unacceptable because of the impact on the townscape they would involve, and that the only practical option was to drive a road through open countryside. It now appears that once that road is driven through the countryside, a series of dual carriageways would be built which would have a similarly destructive effect in the urban area. Indeed, the quality of the urban areas through which some of the link roads would have to be driven (and the limited space for widening them without demolition as compared to roads such as the A4123) suggests that the urban impact might turn out to be greater.

In other words, the building of the bypasses on their own might not fundamentally change the position on the access needs of the Black Country. We would still have to have the same debate on whether to build link roads into the area or invest in Public Transport improvements or in traffic management or elements of all three as we would without them.

2. Regeneration
The study brief required the report to consider both benefits and disbenefits of the route. In fact it identifies all associated development as beneficial including development in the Green Belt and in the Rural West. This causes grave doubts about its whole credibility and does not give us confidence in the analysis.

The approach and conclusions also bear many similarities to the Multi-Modal Study conclusions on Regeneration for the Hastings Bypasses, which were rejected by the Secretary of State as weak when he rejected those Bypasses, although it should be acknowledged that the Hastings Study, unlike this one, examined SACTRA’s ‘two way’ road argument that new roads can lead to the area they are aimed to help losing out to competition from other areas.

In our view the study:

Ÿ Ignores the well established two-way road argument in SACTRA

Ÿ Fails to draw all the conclusions that might be drawn from the Black Country New Road

Ÿ Fails to critically examine Green Belt and Rural implications despite long experience of development in the Green Belt following new road building

Ÿ Fails to properly analyse the impact on retail competition of time saving benefits to Merry Hill from the bypasses 

Ÿ Ignores the potentially large impacts on housing location and take up

Ÿ Fails to critically analyse the implications for the RPG Spatial Strategy 

It is also worth noting that, although the report assumes transport is a barrier to investment in the Black Country, there are a whole host of issues, such as skills, site availability and the environment of the area, which may be much more important in terms of regeneration. Experience suggests one should be cautious about relying on transport improvements when there are other fundamental issues putting off regeneration. 

a. Regeneration and SACTRA

The report quotes the seminal Government sponsored SACTRA report on ‘Transport and the Economy’ selectively on the subject of regeneration. While the SACTRA report accepts a general argument that a reduction in transport costs can benefit the overall economy, it also identifies the key issue of competition and what it calls the ‘two way’ road argument, or in simple terms: Improved access between two areas sometimes benefits one to the disbenefit of the other. This competition it argues is a critical issue in analysing the impact of transport investment on a particular area. The report expressed particular concern that previous studies have ignored this issue and only assessed direct transport effects for a defined area. 

SACTRA conclude that ‘Assessment of whether economic impacts will actually benefit the intended target area will need to consider impacts outside the immediate neighbourhood.’ and ‘Greater attention should be paid to the question of whether the impacts will occur, and on whom they will fall.’ 

SACTRA also suggests that if a depressed area benefits initially it may not be the final beneficiary. Improved access may in the short term allow firms in the area to expand, but in the longer term allow firms in other areas to out-compete them. 

The Western Bypasses Feasibility Study has largely failed to identify areas competing with the West side of the Conurbation which might benefit from the road improvements Where it has done so (such as the rural west), it has assumed these do not disbenefit the West of the Conurbation. It has also failed to consider whether the long term and short term impacts will be the same. 
In other words the report’s analysis of SACTRA fails to even acknowledge the issues central to SACTRA’s concern about transport and regeneration.
One very rough way to approach that would have been by examining the relative price of land in the region as a proxy for the strength of the economy and examining how much high value areas could benefit at the Black Country’s expense.
b. Black Country New Road Example

Any analysis of regeneration has to start with previous examples. There are a number which might be of interest but the report specifically takes the Black Country New Road as its example. While this is sensible, the report then fails to consider the implications of the New Road which challenge its thesis. 

During the period up to 2000 the report shows the impact of the BCNR in generating land redevelopment has largely concentrated on the corridor of the BCNR itself (within 1 mile). This is not surprising given the land bank round the road, and the favourable development environment created on the back of the road, but it does imply several other things which the report should have fully considered. 

1. Congestion on the M5/M6 links is not a barrier to inward investment to the extent it is portrayed. The Black Country New Road feeds directly into the M5/M6 corridor, primarily at Junction 10 of the M6 and Junction 1 of the M5. 
If the arguments put forward about M5/M6 congestion limiting investment in the Black Country held true, no one would have invested on the Black Country New Road.
2. The Black Country New Road experience suggests a strategy of link roads into the areas identified for regeneration from the M5/M6 rather than on the bypasses could generate inward investment at Black Country sites without the damage to the countryside from the Western Bypasses. 

3. The claimed failure of the Black Country New Road to lead to investment in other parts of the Black Country may equally apply to the Western Bypasses. 

In the bypasses’ case the areas to benefit would be in the Green Belt. While the report acknowledges that the preferred location of investors is along major routes its maps of the Black Country sites where there is potential for growth do not include any which are close to the Bypasses except Pensnett. 

c. Green Field Sites

The report talks only vaguely about Green Field sites. The current situation is that RPG only supports these in very limited circumstances, that is to say Regional Investment Sites (RISs) and Major Investment Sites (MISs). 

RISs are specifically associated in RPG with Regeneration Zones and High Technology Corridors. An RIS has been identified at Wobaston Road which would be plugged in to the M54, the M5/M6 and the M6 Toll if a link is built to the M54.  There are significant issues over site assembly but there is no reason why this could not serve the High Technology Corridor and Regeneration Zones to the North of the Black Country. 

An RIS to serve the other High Technology Corridors would not require land to be sought in the corridor of the bypasses. Indeed if the aim was to serve both the Central West Birmingham Regeneration Zone and the A38 High Technology Corridor with one RIS, a site along the bypasses would only deliver one or the other.

As regards MIS’s any further MIS around the conurbation would seem premature given the inability to market even the Peddimore and Wobsaton Road Sites and the RPG policy to identify a further site near Stoke on Trent. 

It seems hard to imagine, therefore, what legitimate Green Belt development benefit there is from the Western Bypasses. The most that might be argued for as legitimate Green Belt incursion under current RPG policy is a single Regional Investment Site although even then RPG policy would allow it to be built elsewhere. Given the cost of building the Bypass schemes this seems an expensive way of getting an additional RIS, which could be and, arguably, should be provided elsewhere. 

However, there are also many examples of new roads in Green Belt attracting development, (sometimes in places unexpected when the roads were built.) Over time development pressures can be expected to appear on the bypasses and proposals for greenfield development come forward which potentially compete with urban regeneration areas. Despite not considering this issue in the regeneration section of the report, the planning section of the report acknowledges such pressure. 

Our conclusion is that there is a weak argument for the bypasses bringing forward Green Belt sites which can be justified in RPG terms, and that the only sites they would encourage would be undesirable.

The report also asserts that there will be benefits to the rural west in terms of increased accessibility. Clearly there is a major conflict between increasing accessibility to the rural west and environmental protection, which we will address at the RPG Public Examination in relation to the A49 corridor, the Rural Regeneration Zone and what that should mean in practical terms. However, it is not clear that the bypasses will have any marked effect on those areas. 
The Rural West of the Region will remain relatively inaccessible compared to the conurbation whatever happens. We believe their economics should depend on appropriate rural development not on large scale new industrial plants. 

d. Merry Hill 

The impact of the bypasses on the retail aspect of the Merry Hill Centre was identified in the WMAMMS report as potentially negative because it would allow Merry Hill to compete with centres outside its current catchment area. This is very clear from the maps in their report showing improved access. The previous proposals for expanding Merry Hill failed at Inquiry precisely because the impact of the expansion was to extend its catchment area beyond the market it currently has, which is largely saturated. RPG policy has acknowledged that the future of Merry Hill lies in its acting as a sub-regional centre not a regional out-of-centre site. In as much as the Western Bypasses change this equation, and allow Merry Hill to access areas of the region it currently does not have access to, the bypasses would undermine RPG’s approach to Merry Hill. It would at the same time encourage more people to access Merry Hill by car, when Merry Hill is already one of the least public transport orientated retail centres in the region. 

WMAMMS accepted the bypasses would lead to increased retail turnover at Merry Hill at the expense of other centres and that the overall impact on employment would probably be negative. The study deals with this only in the broadest terms despite considerable local authority expertise on the subject dating back to the Merry Hill expansion Public Inquiry. There is certainly a prima facie case that access to new customers in the Wolverhampton and South Birmingham areas of the region, as well as the Green Belt areas round the conurbation, would have a knock on effect on RPG’s town centre policies. 
Given that the status of Merry Hill and its impact on the other retail centres are critical elements in the region’s retail policy, the failure to properly explore this issue is highly inadequate.  

e. Housing 

The study does not analyse the impact on housing by considering any of the areas where there is pressure to build new houses. It assumes the success of RPG policies in making more people live and work in the conurbation. This is inadequate. Even the most fervent believer in RPG reducing out migration would not argue that it is guaranteed to succeed. Even if it did, the RPG figures are predicated on continued, if diminishing, out migration during the plan period. The Shires are still building over half the houses in the region, including a lage number in Worcestershire, Shropshire and South Staffordshire. 

But even if one considered the housing stock as fixed, with no more Shire building, transport infrastructure has always had a dramatic impact on where people choose to live. This has been true ever since the construction of the M6 allowed people working in Birmingham to live in Staffordshire. The conclusion that the bypasses will encourage people to live in traditional areas of the Black Country, when the analysis in the Study shows the weakest travel benefits are derived there and the greatest in areas outside the Conurbation, seems counter-intuitive. 

The study has failed to consider what on the face of it is a critical issue for the Regional Planning Guidance review in any meaningful way.
f. RPG’s Spatial Strategy

All these strands within the report suggest a circular argument about the bypasses and RPG. The defense of the bypasses is that RPG will stop undesirable disbenefits happening. But the concern of many is that bypasses may act as one of the catalysts to undermine RPG’s goals, both by encouraging the sort of development pressure RPG policies are designed to resist and by creating undesirable market forces even where RPG is successful (such as for housing.) 
Although the Study has paid lip service to RPG issues we do not believe it has considered them in a rigorous way. We are certainly not convinced it has been sufficiently critical of the Local Government Association’s regeneration case to robustly challenge it. 

3. Environment
We accept that the report is generally helpful on the environmental impact of the routes. The WMAMMS report classified these as ‘large adverse’ and we concur with that view. However, this study puts a great deal of weight on mitigation to help with the landscape impacts. The open nature of the landscape and the high visibility, particularly from landmarks like the Clent Hills, means any mitigation would be of limited benefit. 

Noise from high speed roads is a particularly large disbenefit which the report deals with unsatisfactorily, claiming there aren’t the traffic predictions to measure its impact, despite bypass traffic figures being provided earlier in the report. 

The landscape analysis also fails to consider in detail the implication of the various junction strategies on the environment. While the report discusses the impact of different options on traffic it fails to analyse the extent of the impact of Grade Separation on the countryside.

It is also worth noting that the report only considers the environmental impact of the Bypasses. It does not examine how dual carriageway link roads would dramatically increase the impact on the landscape in the Green Belt and raise heritage issues outside the route corridor. It does not consider how link roads would impact on the size and scale of junctions. And it does not examine the implications on the environment of follow on development, whether an additional RIS or other potential Green Belt development.

Even where it has clearly identified a highly environmentally sensitive development in the countryside, such as Wolverhampton Airport’s aspirations, it does not include them in its assessment of potential environmental impacts.

An obvious example of how all these environmental issues might come together in practice is the village of Hagley where WMAMMS recommends a tunnel to avoid significant environmental damage. This tunnel would pass under the A456. However, for the bypasses to fulfill the role envisaged in the report, there might need to be a major intersection with the A456. This might involve grade separated junctions on the A456 and on the Bypasses with a new bypass of Hagley to link them together. Such a scenario would inevitably lead to developer interest which could include industrial, housing, leisure or retail proposals. While the study understandably says nothing about this local issue (which is clearly beyond its remit) it is an example which highlights the wider environmental threat the Western Bypasses would create which the report ignores. 

This is not an isolated example. 

Whether one is considering the impact on the Penn Valley or the narrow band inside Wombourne where it would be reasonable to anticipate two Grade Separated Junctions, the environmental impacts of the bypasses would be on-going and hard to mitigate against.

We believe the environmental analysis in the report underplays the potential knock-on impacts of the Bypasses and, therefore, does not properly analyse the environmental acceptability of the proposals.

Conclusions

The study concludes by suggesting that the WMAMMS proposals are insufficient and that the two Western Bypasses should be built as Trunk Road with Grade Separated Junctions, a proposal more akin, in our view, to the old Western Orbital than the limited proposals in WMAMMS. It suggests these should be linked to the conurbation by new dual carriageway routes through sensitive townscape areas. It claims this strategy would have regeneration benefits despite limited traffic evidence to support that conclusion. It relies heavily on RPG to successfully control decentralisation and claims that careful selection of routes could mitigate against the substantial environmental impact of the Bypasses, although its own preferred options radically increase that environmental impact. 

In our view neither the methodology of the study nor its conclusions are sound and do not represent a robust justification of the LGA’s view that the bypasses are needed to regenerate the Black Country or that they are environmentally acceptable.
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