Unlocking our Coastal Heritage
Strand 2 - Watermouth Bay, nr Ilfracombe
In order to provide a safe route for users
of the South West Coast Path this
project realigned 265m of the A399 coast
road to incorporate a 1.2m wide
footpath. At a cost of £277,000, the longawaited improvement to the coast path at
Watermouth, represents the biggest
single investment out of the entire
‘Unlocking our Coastal Heritage’ project. The project is supported by a
grant from the Rural Development Programme for England with
additional funds provided by Devon County Council and the South West
Coast Path Association. Steve Church from the South West Coast Path
Association said: “It is great that walkers can at last enjoy this great
stretch of Coast Path without having to worry about the tide or risk
walking on the busy road. This is our largest ever contribution to a
Coast Path improvement project and has been worth every penny to
ensure walkers’ safety and pleasure for many years to come.”
Prior to this project this section of the South West Coast Path National
Trail ran along the foreshore and so is impassable from mid to high tide
and at low tide requires negotiation over often wet and slippery rocks.
The only alternative route was along the busy A399 between Ilfracombe
and Combe Martin which had no footway provision, and so walkers had
to walk in the carriageway for approximately 200m around a long
sweeping and blind bend.
Concerns over this section of the Coast Path have been raised since at
least 1993, and various proposals have been put forward over the years
to resolve it. As traffic levels and Coast Path usage have increased over
the years, resolving the issue has become more urgent. After the Strete
Gate to Strete section of the South West Coast Path, this section is
considered the most hazardous on the entire 630 mile route.
During a safety audit in 2006 it was reported that 3 serious vehicle /
pedestrian accidents in the previous 5 years had occurred which
prompted the erection of signs to advise walkers not to use the
carriageway. This signing was not considered a long term effective
solution due to the proximity of popular campsites and destinations, and
the overall popularity of this section of Coast Path.

The A399 was not wide enough at this location to accommodate any
width of footway within the carriageway. To achieve a suitable width the
carriageway needed to be realigned and moved westward approximately
2 metres, the majority of which was achieved by utilising highway verge.
Where the new footway link joins the ‘old’ Coast Path the realigned
carriageway encroached onto a private bank and cutting (and so needed
to be acquired). Due to the nature of the rock and underlying ground
conditions the cutting needed stabilising by soil nailing and netting.
The proposed footway link as been placed on the eastern boundary of
the A399, linking the slip way to an existing cut through in the boundary
wall. Behind this wall is the existing Coastal Path steps, that give access
back onto the beach, or northwards towards Ilfracombe. As there is a
height difference between the A399 and existing path, a small flight of
steps was built down to the path below.
Construction encountered several issues all of which were successfully
resolved. One of these was a medium pressure gas main shown in the
wrong location on the Wales and West plans that caused some concern
during the design process, but its position was located thanks to a local
Wales and West Engineer “who nevers throws anything out” and had
some hand drawn sketches produced when it was installed.
The new alignment intersected an existing steep embankment that either
had to be moved or steepened. To move the cutting over would have
entailed substantial earthworks and escalated the costs beyond the
budget, so an engineering solution was needed to be able to further
steepen the slope. Following a soil investigation it was decided to
stabilize the slope using soil nails and netting.
Following the tender process the scheme was awarded to MacPlant
Construction Ltd and the work started on 9th September. The first
major operation was the bank stabilization which was carried out by
cutting the new slope face and using the excavated material to create a
platform for the soil nail drilling rig. Once all the soil nails had been
installed then a structural mesh was laid on the face of the slope and
secured to the soil nails. Following the slope stabilization the edge of the
road was reconstructed, allowing the traffic to be pushed over away
from the Bay and with that allowing the new footpath and steps to the
SWCP to be built. The final operation was to surface the length of the
site and maintain any worn out signing and lining.

The footpath was officially opened on 5th December 2013 – see
http://www.southwestcoastpath.com/newsapp/article/119/ .
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