
 
 

CET/23/103 
Cabinet 
13 December 2023 
 
Tarka Trail Willingcott to Knowle Scheme - Phase 2 Buttercombe Lane to 
Foxhunters – Scheme Approval 

Report of the Director of Climate Change, Environment and Transport 

Please note that the following recommendations are subject to consideration and 
determination by the Cabinet (and confirmation under the provisions of the Council’s 
Constitution) before taking effect. 

 
1) Recommendation 
 
That the Cabinet be asked to: 
 
(a) approve the construction of the Buttercombe Lane to Foxhunters section of the Tarka 

Trail, as shown in Appendix 1, at an estimated cost of £583,100; and 
 

(b) give delegated authority to the Director of Climate Change, Environment and 
Transport in consultation with the Cabinet Member for Highway Management and the 
relevant Local Member to approve minor amendments to the scheme details and 
finalise the acquisition of land for the scheme. 

 
2) Background / Introduction 
 
Devon County Council has secured £930,000 funding from the fourth round of the 
Government’s Active Travel Fund to progress the completion of the Tarka Trail between 
Barnstaple and Ilfracombe.  There are six sections to deliver in the coming years between 
the settlements of Willingcott and Knowle. Two of the sections are either constructed or 
committed with funding approval and this report seeks approval for the phase 2 section 
between Buttercombe Lane and Foxhunters. 
 
The National Cycle Network (NCN) route 27, which forms part of the Coast-to-Coast cycle 
route connecting Plymouth and the north coast of Devon, follows the Tarka Trail from 
Barnstaple to Braunton Police Station at which point it follows an on-road route to 
Willingcott Bridge Junction just north of Georgeham. 
 
Completing the gaps in the Tarka Trail is identified in the North Devon and Torridge Local 
Plan 2011-2031 as policy ST10(1)(g) and the Devon Transport Infrastructure Plan (item 
ND20).  The trail has very high usage with over 300 cyclists per hour in the summer at 
Fremington Quay. It is popular with leisure users and commuters who are able to travel 
safely, conveniently and enjoy the related health benefits. 
 
Appendix 2 provides a plan showing the scheme phases of the overall route. The aspiration 
is for the completed section between Knowle and Willingcott to be mostly off road, 



 
 

segregated from traffic, with the exception of the recently approved section of 385m length 
on Nethercott Road, where the alternative route options are limited. Several phases of the 
route between Knowle and Willingcott have progressed in recent years. Further funding will 
be required to construct the remaining phases, which have constraints including various 
structures. 
 

• Willingcott Holiday Village: route currently under construction by a third party as a 
requirement of their planning permission; 
 

• Holiday Village to Buttercombe Lane (phase 1): construction complete following 
approval from North Devon Highways and Traffic Orders Committee (HATOC) in 
June 2022 but remains closed to the public as there is no access at either end; 
 

• Buttercombe Lane to Foxhunters (phase 2): planning permission secured and 
approval is now sought for its construction starting later this financial year. 
 

• Nethercott Road (phase 5): approved for construction by North Devon HATOC in 
October 2023. 

 
A 2015 economic report into three Devon cycling and walking trails, including the Tarka 
Trail, Exe Estuary Trail and Drake’s Trail estimated £13.4m annual benefit to the local 
economy and supporting almost 200FTE jobs. Completing the remaining sections of the 
Tarka Trail to a similar standard of the rest of the route is expected to spread this 
expenditure further and will benefit businesses in communities beyond Barnstaple to the 
north coast at Ilfracombe. 
 
3) Proposal 
 
The scheme would see the creation of a new section of the Tarka Trail between 
Buttercombe Lane and Foxhunters on the alignment of the old Barnstaple to Ilfracombe rail 
line. The location can be seen as phase 2 in Appendix 2 in the area shown below on the 
map. 



 
 

 
FIGURE 1 - MAP SHOWING A WIDER LOCATION OF THE PROPOSED NEW TARKA TRAIL ROUTE. 
 

 
FIGURE 2 - MAP SHOWING LOCATION OF THE PROPOSED NEW TARKA TRAIL ROUTE. 



 
 

 
The Phase 2 scheme now proposed for construction will deliver approximately 700m of new 
shared use path of 3.5m width and 1m wide verges alongside most of the path. New 
drainage culverts will be installed, vegetation cut back with rest areas of varying size, 
including one with a small picnic area. 
 
The scheme has been through a ‘design review’ process with Active Travel England 
Inspectors. Through this process the rest areas have been incorporated into the design with 
discussions also on the lighting of the trail. The path will not be lit for consistency with the 
rest of the rural sections of the Tarka Trail and recognising the environmental sensitivity in 
this setting. Overall, the Inspector thought the scheme was generally well designed, and 
there are no realistic and practical ways to make it better. 
 
The path will be a shared use path, built using traditional asphalt construction. It will be 
useable by all people walking, wheeling and cycling and is also suitable for horse riders. 
Bespoke signage will be used to inform users to ‘share this space’. Although it is anticipated 
that there will be a low level of horse riders using the trail, 1m wide grass verges will be 
provided alongside the surfaced path for horses. 
 
4) Options / Alternatives 
 
Do Nothing 
 
The only realistic alternative is to not build this section of the Tarka Trail, which will leave a 
route only suitable for more experienced, on road cyclists. 
 
The proposed alignment is the gentlest gradient available, at 1 in 40 along the alignment of 
the old Barnstaple to Ilfracombe railway line, this would be considered by most people to be 
‘flat’. Alternative routes would be of far greater gradient, less suitable for people to walk, 
wheel or cycle. 
 
5) Consultations / Representations 
 
A planning application for this phase of the route was approved in October 2023 and formal 
consultation was carried out for this phase of the route through the planning process. This 
received only one public comment, which was from a nearby resident about the detail of 
bollards or a chicane gate at the end of the path with Buttercombe Lane. 
 
As part of Devon County Council’s bid for the fourth round of the Active Travel Fund, 
various letters of support were obtained and these are included in Appendix 3. These 
include support for the wider scheme from: 
 
• the Member of Parliament for North Devon; 
• the Leader of North Devon Council; 
• the Chair of One Northern Devon Active Travel Forum; 
• Mortehoe Parish Council; 
• West Down Parish Council. 
  



 
 

 
6) Strategic Plan 
 
The Willingcott to Knowle cycle route will enable more walking, wheeling and cycling and 
encourage more sustainable lifestyles with health-related benefits and supporting the local 
economy by connecting up communities in North Devon for tourism and leisure activity.  
The table below summarises how the proposals align with the relevant Strategic Plan 
actions according to a seven-point scale, whereby -3 represents a large negative impact 
and +3 represents a large positive impact. 
 
Strategic Plan 
Priority 

Strategic Plan Action Comment Alignment 

Respond to the 
Climate 
Emergency 

Support a green 
recovery from 
COVID-19. 
Prioritise sustainable 
travel and transport. 
Encourage 
sustainable lifestyles. 

Provides an almost entirely 
traffic free route for people 
to walk, wheel, cycle and 
ride horses on, to support 
active travel for commuting, 
education and leisure 
purposes. 

+2 (Moderate 
positive) 

Be Ambitious 
for Children and 
Young People 

Work together to 
ensure all children 
are safe, healthy and 
can thrive with 
opportunities to fulfil 
their potential. 

The overall route will create 
a safer, attractive 
environment for young 
people, increasing their 
independence and access 
to a wider range of 
destinations. 

+1 (Small 
positive) 

Investing in 
Devon’s 
economic 
recovery 

Secure investment in 
transport 
infrastructure. 
Maintain and, where 
necessary, improve 
our highway network 
and improve 
sustainable transport 
options. 

This route will vastly 
improve sustainable travel 
choice north of Braunton by 
connecting isolated 
communities with a high 
quality multi use trail 
opening up new 
opportunities for tourism 
and increased spend in 
North Devon. 

+2 (Moderate 
positive) 

Tackle poverty 
and inequality 

Make Devon a fairer 
place, address 
poverty, health and 
other inequalities, 
and ensure support 
for those people and 
families struggling 
most. 

This route, once complete, 
would connect 
communities between 
Ilfracombe and Barnstaple, 
increasing leisure 
opportunities for areas of 
some of the worst 
measured indices of 
deprivation in the country. 

+2 (Moderate 
positive) 

  



 
 

Improve health 
and wellbeing 

Help people to be 
healthier and more 
resilient, ensure 
everyone gets the 
care they need, and 
support people to live 
their lives well. 

All people in the area have 
the potential to benefit from 
increased physical activity 
created by access to this 
largely traffic free multi-use 
trail. 

+3 (Large 
positive) 

Helping 
communities to 
be safe, 
connected and 
resilient. 

Enable a range of 
transport options, 
including public 
transport. 

The route provides a new 
transport choice for 
thousands of Devon’s 
residents, with potential for 
access at various locations 
to public transport. 

+2 (Moderate 
positive) 

 
7) Financial Considerations 
 
This phase of the Tarka Trail is estimated to cost £583,100 including contingency. 
 
This will be funded from the £783,100 of capital funding received from the fourth round of 
the Active Travel Fund, which is also contributing towards the section of the trail on 
Nethercott Road (approved by North Devon HATOC for construction up to £200,000). 
 
This budget is included in the 2023/24 and 2024/25 capital programme. 
 
In terms of future maintenance costs, the route forms part of the existing off-road multi-use 
Tarka Trail network, which is inspected annually by the Public Rights of Way wardens. This 
includes inspection of gates, signage, surface condition, drainage and vegetation with 
seasonal vegetation cutting and drainage. Multi-use trails do not deteriorate to the same 
extent as trafficked highway and a small extension to the route is expected to be managed 
within existing budgets. 
 
8) Legal Considerations 
 
Planning permission for the works has been obtained (application DCC/4363/2023).  
Commencement of the works will be subject to the acquisition of the land required for the 
scheme.  The majority of the land has been purchased and the acquisition of the majority of 
the remainder is expected to complete shortly. 
 
9) Environmental Impact Considerations (Including Climate Change, 

Sustainability and Socio-economic) 
 
The overall scheme promotes and facilitates walking, cycling and wheeling for low-carbon 
leisure pursuits, commuting and travel to education and has potential to reduce car-based 
trips on the A361 and further afield, helping to reduce Devon’s carbon emissions. 
 
The County Ecologist has visited the site with the scheme designers and appropriate 
mitigation of environmental impacts of the works have been agreed, including: 
 



 
 

- Production of a Biodiversity Net Gain Plan with details of how 2.36 units of 
appropriate compensation will be provided and ongoing management/maintenance. 

- Arranging a repeat survey for the presence of badgers on site by an ecologist prior to 
the start of the works. To be arranged for early 2024 prior to site clearance work. 

- Providing a Construction Ecological Management Plan prior to the start of the works. 
- Carrying out no vegetation clearance between 1st March and 31st August. 

 
The lack of lighting was noted by Active Travel England Inspectors. However, the path will 
not be lit due to the consistency of lighting along the rest of the Tarka Trail, its likely cost 
and Local Plan policies regarding dark sky areas and sensitivity in a rural setting. 
 
10) Equality Considerations 
 
Where relevant, in coming to a decision the Equality Act 2010 Public Sector Equality Duty 
requires decision makers to give due regard to the need to: 
 
• eliminate discrimination, harassment, victimisation and any other prohibited conduct; 
• advance equality by encouraging participation, removing disadvantage, taking account 

of disabilities and meeting people’s needs; and  
• foster good relations between people by tackling prejudice and promoting understanding 
 
in relation to the protected characteristics (age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage 
and civil partnership (for employment), pregnancy and maternity, race/ethnicity, religion or 
belief, sex and sexual orientation). 
 
A decision maker may also consider other relevant factors such as caring responsibilities, 
rural isolation or socio-economic disadvantage. 
 
In progressing this particular scheme / proposal, an Impact Assessment has been prepared 
which has been circulated separately to Cabinet Members and also is available on the 
Council’s website at https://www.devon.gov.uk/impact/published (Tarka Trail - 
Willingcott to Knowle - Impact Assessment (devon.gov.uk)) 
 
Members will need to consider the Impact Assessment for the purposes of this item / 
meeting. 
 
11) Risk Management Considerations 
 
The scheme has been subject to a stage 2 road safety audit. This raised four minor 
problems, which have all been considered by the designer and the design has been 
amended where appropriate. These problems were in relation to chicane gates/bollards, the 
height of fencing adjacent to the path, junction visibility with a minor private road and 
existing potholes on the road surface. 
 
The scheme has undergone a ‘Design Review’ with Active Travel England, which has 
resulted in a variety of additional rest areas along the route being provided. 
 
The scheme will be subject to further stages of the road safety audit process at the 
appropriate time. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/section/4
https://www.devon.gov.uk/impact/published
https://www.devon.gov.uk/impact/tarka-trail-willingcott-to-knowle/
https://www.devon.gov.uk/impact/tarka-trail-willingcott-to-knowle/


 
 

 
12) Summary / Conclusions / Reasons for Recommendations 
 
This report seeks approval for phase 2 of the multi-use trail section of the Tarka Trail 
between Buttercombe Lane and Foxhunters as part of a longer term route to connect 
Barnstaple to Ilfracombe. 
 
The cost of up to £583,100 will be funded by capital received from the fourth round of the 
Active Travel Fund. 
 
Meg Booth 
Director Climate Change, Environment and Transport 
 
Electoral Divisions: Combe Martin Rural 
 
Cabinet Member for Highway Management: Councillor Stuart Hughes 
 
Local Government Act 1972: List of background papers 
 
Nil 
 
Contact for enquiries: 
Name: Matt Collins 
Telephone: 01392 388510 
Address: Taw View, North Walk, Barnstaple EX31 1EE 
 
Tarka Trail Willingcott to Knowle Scheme - Phase 2 Buttercombe Lane to Foxhunters – 
Scheme Approval – Final 
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