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Background

This report is intended to provide a brief assessment of the existing streets and
public spaces in the centre of Crewkerne, with some initial comments and
recommendations regarding future opportunities and potential improvements. It
was prepared in response to a request for advice and guidance from A Better
Crewkerne and District (ABCD), and a meeting and visit on 28™ November 2007.

The observations and recommendations are offered to assist ABCD, Somerset

County Council, South Somerset District Council, local residents and businesses

and other stakeholders in assessing current proposals and to help generate

options for the longer term management and maintenance of Crewkerneods
streetscapes. It attempts to contribute to the development of the Community Plan

for Crewkerne and District, and to build on the fASave our Streetso
recommendations prepared by Crewkerne Civic Society and the Conservation

Area Appraisal and Urban Design Framework.

The report is not intended to provide a comprehensive traffic management plan,

nor to provide any specific design proposals. However the observations and

suggestions may be helpful in exploring fresh ideas that might serve to protect

and restore the quality Crewkerneds historic built environment, and t

model for other communities under pressure from growing volumes of traffic.
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Context

Crewkerne developed as a trading point at the intersection of key strategic

routes. These routes retain their importance

infrastructure, in particular the east-west A30, the A356 connecting the A303 in
the north with Maiden Newton and Central Dorset, and the B3165 running south-
west to Lyme Regis. Traffic volumes are high, with close to 20,000 vehicles a
day passing through the centre of town in the 1997 traffic count. Future
developments, particularly a housing extension to the east of the town, are likely

to increase traffic volumes.

A proposed link road between the A30 and A356 has the potential to take some
traffic pressure off the centre of town. Nevertheless, the largely medieval street
pattern is likely to remain heavily trafficked for many years, and have to cope
with high volumes of local and through traffic, including a high proportion of
HGV®Os.

Proposed development also offers the opportunity for investment in the transport
infrastructure and streetscape of Crewkerne. Initial proposals have been
prepared by Atkins Consultants on behalf of Somerset County Council. These
include measures to extend the one-way system to include North Street, the
pedestrianisation of the western arm of Market Square and the extension of an

existing 20 mph zone to cover the whole of the town centre.
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Key Issues

Growing traffic volumes give rise to a number of inter-connected concerns about

the impact of traffic on a small market town. Traffic speeds remain uncomfortably

high along many of the main streets, adding to the barrier effect caused by

difficulties in crossing the road. Congestion and delays reduce the quality of the

public realm further, contributing to noise and emissions, and reducing the
performance of the Somersetds wider hig

The measures installed over many decades in response to traffic growth are also
of concern. The clutter and degradation of streetscapes across the country has

been well documented in recent years, most notably through the publication of
iStreets for Adtlroe eatnsdd fibSya veen goluirs h Her it age with others. The
Council for the Protection of Rural England (CPRE) has run similar campaigns. »
Crewkerne Civic Society has documented the issue locally, documenting the

signs, poles, bollards and other items and their declining condition.

Crewkerne, in common with other market towns, relies on the quality of its

streets and public spaces for its economic and social vitality. As the quality of the
public realm deteriorates, its trading position relative to its neighbours declines.
Tourism plays an important role in the local economy. Local shops serve the
surrounding catchment area, competing for an increasingly mobile customer

base. Recent reports such as CABEOG6s St

confirmed the strong link between economic activity and the quality of
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streetscapes. There is growing awareness that the fragile economy of smaller
market towns depends on retaining and developing a distinctive identity. It is this
identity that has been particularly eroded as a result of the ever-increasing
dominance of highway measures and traffic in the public realm, an imbalance
that seems set to grow should current proposals and conventional highway-
based interventions continue to be applied.

Initial Observations

Although decline in the quality of the public realm of towns and villages as a
result of traffic growth and highway interventions is of widespread concern, the
damage being done to Crewkerne would appear to be especially severe. Signs,
road markings and traffic bollards detract from the spatial and visual coherence
of the town centre. The principal set of spaces at the centre of town, Market
Square, is dominated and disrupted by highways, and the wide junctions and
unbroken areas of asphalt contribute to the discomfort experienced by
pedestrians crossing the road. Traffic moves at inconsistent speeds, adding to
difficulties for cyclists, and contributing to an unpleasant and aggressive feel to
the relationship between drivers and other road users. There are significant
areas of under-used public space, combined with areas exhibiting signs of
economic decline. The narrow pavements, wide carriageways and splayed
junctions reduce the coherence and quality of the spaces between buildings. The
historic buildings and spaces are not well respected by the existing street
configuration!

hamilton-baillie :

a s s o c i a t e s



Current proposals

The sketch proposals prepared in June 2006 would represent a further decline in
the quality of public space in Crewkerne. They would require over 40 additional
highway signs, together with road markings and traffic calming measures, and
would further reduce the spatial qualities of Market Square and Market Street.
The introduction of one-way operations to North Street is likely to increase
speeds, reduce accessibility for cyclists and contribute to a further decline in the
guality of this key street. The introduction of a wider 20 mph zone is unlikely to
significantly reduce speeds without changes in the visual design speed of the
streets. We would strongly recommend that alternative measures be explored
that build on the unique qualities of Crewkerne, and allow a more appropriate,
sympathetic and effective approach to be developed to the problem of
reconciling traffic movement, civic activities and the retention of a distinctive

sense of place.
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Alternative approaches

Research and experimentation in recent years, both in the UK and across
mainland Europe, suggest that a different approach to resolving the relationship
between traffic and historic spaces might be possible. The English Historic Towns
Forum has explored a number of interconnected themes that seek to exploit the
intrinsic qualities of places, and an increasing number of precedents in a variety of
contexts suggest that alternative approaches are worth considering.

Innovations in traffic engineering and street design can be observed in a wide

spectrum of contexts, from busy city centre arterial roads to quiet rural villages.
Someti mes referred to as fAshared spaceo, n a
understanding of behavioural psychology to integrate traffic into the physical and

social context of the built environment. Although at an early stage of development

in the UK, there is now sufficient case study evidence to suggest that the negative

effects of traffic can be reduced through the application of a range of measures
that seek to reduce the Ahighwayo charact
into the historic fabric and social protocols of the public realm. It is difficult to

simplify and categorize such a diverse set of precedents, but typical characteristics

include:

e Reducing the el ements conventionally
as signs, road markings, formal pedestrian crossings, signals, kerbs, and

barriers.
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e Enhancing the relationship between streets and the buildings and activities
they serve through the deployment of paving materials, lighting,
landscaping, public art and the animation of building frontages

e Creating and enhancing a series of distinctive spaces, reflecting the
historical development and physical form of the settlement, linked by low-
speed streets

e Emphasizing the contrast between thel real

through carefully designed gateways and transition points at the entry

points to the town or village

e Reducing the apparent width of the carriageway to a minimum to allow the

passage of large vehicles at low speeds, whilst reducing the crossing
distances for pedestrians to an absolute minimum

e Lending encouragement to any measures that introduce intrigue,
uncertainty and humour to the public realm. Such measures might be
ephemeral (such as street markets or special events) or simple measures
that emphasize the human context of the public realm (such as shop

LTI o
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displays)
Reducing reliance on artificial traffic management elements, such as one-way
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streets, that place a psychological barrier between the driver and the context of the

T

town. By contrast, measures that emphasize the historic form and legibility of the
town and celebrate key spaces and landmarks appear to improve the integration

of traffic into the civic context.

Covent Garden i Seven Dials
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Precedents

Every town is unigue. It is rare that the circumstances and context of one place
can be directly compared to another. Although similar problems to those faced by
Crewkerne can be found in very many towns and villages, there are few
comprehensive precedents upon which to draw in seeking more appropriate
solutions to such problems. Some degree of innovation, trial-and-error, testing and
observations will be necessary in order to evolve an appropriate strategy.

Nevertheless there are a number of examples, both in the UK and elsewhere, that

suggest that an approach based on the integration of traffic into the context of the

-

PPRr P §
treet

town could provide benefits and reduce long-term damage, without sacrificing London i Kensington I—_|ig;1 S
hi ghway capacity or road safety. CABE S
service, has published a number of case studies to demonstrate the potential for »
improving street design in a variety of contexts. - =5
(http://cabe.org.uk/search.aspx?type=1&btstr=Streets). : ;1 _leu,*_j L B
Similarly tHhesepiphoobriimyxedoj ectsodo, spon
Transport, demonstrated the potential for simplification and integration of traffic

with busy streets in towns such as Crewe (Nantwich Road), Leamington Spa (The
Parade), Norwich (Prince of Wales Road) and Hull (Newland Avenue)

(www.dft.gov.uk/pgr/roadsafety)

The removal of barriers, signs and street clutter in the busy west London arterial

route of Kensington High Street demonstrated that integration of high volumes of Devizes i Market Square
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traffic with the complex pedestrian activities of a retail street can be achieved
without loss of safety or capacity. In historic towns such as Chester and
Shrewsbury, the removal of conventional highway measures and the integration of
the streetscapes with surrounding buildings and activity demonstrate the potential
for an integrated approach to traffic and street design.

The Market Square in Devizes provides a further precedent from which useful

parallels for Crewkerne can be observed. The triangular space at the heart of the
Wiltshire market town copes with significant traffic volumes and provides an

interchange for local buses, at the same time as serving as a flexible space

capable of responding to a variety of events and activities. Careful attention to

details such as lighting and paving, combined with the removal or minimisation of
signs and markings have contributed to t
place where traffic movement, parking and social interaction are satisfactorily
combined. Devizes Market Square is detai

(http://cabe.org.uk/default.aspx?contentitemid=1960&field=btstr&term=Streets&type=1 ).

In mainland Europe, there are numerous examples that demonstrate the potential
for town centre streets to cope with high volumes of traffic through establishing a
low-speed environment and emphasizing a sense of place. Among the best known
examples are:

e The High Street of Lyngby in the northern suburbs of Copenhagen

e The High Street (Rijksstraatweg) in Haren, near Groningen, NL Haren High Street

e Svallertorget (Gossip Square), Norrképing, Sweden
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These examples, together with many others from the UK and the rest of Europe,
provide increasing evidence base for the development of a new approach to
coping with high traffic flows in established communities. The above examples
handle between 10,000 i 14,000 vehicles per day. The high and growing volumes
of traffic in Crewkerne may cause some to conclude that similar approaches would
not be possible. However, there is little evidence to conclude that the underlying
principles would not assist in reducing the impact of highway measures whatever
the traffic volume. The Laweiplein intersection in the northern Dutch town of

Drachten is one example where a coherent public space has been created through
the removal of signs, signals and markings at a junction coping with over 22,000 Norrkoping - Svallertorget
vehicles per day.

— EENEEE =FF
There are few directly comparable precedents that can provide firm evidence that s
it is possible to treat the whole ofasmall mar ket town to create
The traffic volumes and the damage already wrought by highway measures in
Crewkerne present a particularly daunting prospect. However, given the damage
likely to result from doing nothing, or worse from implementing the proposed
highway measures, an alternative approach based on relatively untested principles
may represent a risk worth taking. Few of the measures involved would be
irreversible, and experience could be gained that might benefit both Crewkerne

and a great number of historic towns similarly afflicted by traffic and highway

measures.

Drachten - Laweiplein
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Recommendations

A coherent strategy for reconciling traffic movement with an enhanced public

realm in Crewkerne could be worked up that would combine the principles of good
streetscape (as outlined in English Herit
principles of shared space. Limitations on resources and timescales would

suggest piloting such an approach in carefully selected locations within and

around the town centre. Lessons learnt from such pilots could then help develop

and refine the approach for application elsewhere in the town, and to inform other
communities in Somerset and elsewhere. The strategy would represent a sharp

contrast to the draft proposals drawn up by Atkins for Somerset County Council,
and would involve a shift away from conventional highway engineering measures
towards a distinctive design language for Crewkerne. In our view this need not be
at the expense of traffic capacity or safety, and would add greatly to the quality of .
Crewkerne as an historic and special place. iy - _LL j_[ U
| e
A number of key principles might serve to achieve such a change. Most of these
address the question of how to create a low speed environment. Such measures
have been shown to achieve changes in driver behaviour as effectively through an
emphasis on corneaditngaon dr diasdesl fi n contrast
approaches based on traffic calming, signing, enforcement and engineering. Some
of the key principles would include:
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¢ The development of distinctive gateways or entry / exit points at the edge
of the town. Such gateways would be designed in the context of the built
environment, and would serve to heighten the contrast between the
Ahi ghwayo functi on o fsocitl fuectiomef thexstreets a d s ,
within the town. Clear changes in materials, lighting, dimensions and
detailed street design at such points would all reinforce the important
transition role of such gateways.

e Throughout the town centre, apparent street widths could be reduced to a
minimum. The use of an appropriate edge detail can effectively reduce the
visual width without loss of ability of two large vehicles to pass at low
speeds. Keeping street dimensions to a minimum is particularly effective at
keeping traffic speeds low, and minimises the disruption of traffic flows by
keeping pedestrian crossing distances to a minimum. A number of wide
road junctions could be beneficially reduced without loss of capacity.

e Removal of all centre-line road markings, and as much of the existing
paint markings as possible. Such markings have been shown to increase
traffic speeds, and are not necessary at low speeds

¢ Removal of as much as possible of the signage, signals and clutter
typically associ at ed items drehexpinsiveeo hi g hwa
maintain, and act as physical and psychological barriers to integrating
drivers into the town context.

e Recreating or re-emphasising a sequence of distinctive places within the
town centre, centred around key buildings and the activities they generate.
A focus on a sequence of key spaces will help to reduce the linear nature
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of the traffic routes through town, and in turn reduce speeds. It would also
contribute to maintaining and enhancing the key historic assets of

Crewkerne.

A number of other measures might additionally serve to underpin an alternative

traffic and public realm strategy. These might include:

A town lighting strategy based on enhancing the quality of buildings and
spaces, in contrast to the use of conventional highway lighting. Local
authorities such as West Wiltshire DC and Wiltshire CC have
demonstrated the potential benefits from such an approach in market
towns such as Devizes. Attaching lights to buildings through wayleave
agreements, and integration with other lighting opportunities can greatly
enhance the sense of place and, in turn, influence driver behaviour.
Introducing controlled parking, along the lines used by places such as
Wells, Shrewsbury and Chester, could help redefine a balance between
the qualities of streets and the need for car parking. Defining clear bays,
distinct from the carriageway, avoids the need for yellow lines, and in turn
reduces the linear highway characteristics of streets.

Removal of one-way systems. One-way streets tend to increase speeds,
reduce accessibility for cyclists, and detract from the legibility of a town.
They also require much signage and markings, which in turn increase the
highway characteristics at the expense of spatial quality. The gains in
capacity generated by slow-speed, continuous flow traffic movement
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