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THE TRUTH BEHIND OPERATION STACK  

 

1. What is Operation Stack? 

 

Operation Stack is an emergency procedure implemented by Kent Police to ‘stack’ coast-bound 

cross-Channel freight traffic on parts of the M20 motorway. 

 

History 

 

Although originally operated on the A2 by Kent Police before the M20 was completed, once the 

Channel Tunnel was built and the trunk road from the M20 through to Dover was completed, the 

M20 became the primary route for cross-Channel freight vehicles.  A new version of Operation 

Stack was subsequently devised for the M20, initially comprising of a coast-bound closure 

between Junction 11 and Junction 13 as Phase 1 and, if required, a closure of the London-bound 

carriage way for Phase 2. 

 

Purpose 

 

Stack is activated when there is a significant blockage to the flow of cross-Channel freight traffic 

beyond the control of the Port that results in demand for space at either the Channel Tunnel or 

Port of Dover Ferry Terminal outstripping their parking capacity, resulting in traffic backing up 

onto the surrounding road network.  

 

It has been needed during times of stress such as:- 

 Strike action in Calais  

 Extreme weather conditions 

 Channel Tunnel problems (e.g. migrant incursions, line failure etc)  
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2. Stack Today 

 

Implementation 

 

Operation Stack is activated by Kent Police based on information received from several sources 

including the Port of Dover and the Channel Tunnel.  Good communication with Kent Police is 

essential in notifying of any problems that may lead to the need for Stack as it takes 

approximately two hours from the time of notification to actually closing the motorway and takes 

a considerable amount of police resource.   

 

When Kent Police is contacted, it works on a phased approach to implementation, carefully 

monitoring the situation whilst preparing for Stack if required, moving from ‘Possible’ to ‘Probable’ 

and finally ‘Now in Place’. 

 

How it works 

 

Once Stack has been implemented, tourist and non-Port traffic is separated out at the Junction 8 

roundabout of the M20 and diverted via the A20. Freight traffic for the Port and Eurotunnel is 

sent back onto the M20 into the Stack process.            

 

Port and Eurotunnel traffic is separated by Kent Police into dedicated lanes to await labelling and 

dispatch to either venue.  Port of Dover traffic, for example, is labelled and dispatched by  

Port of Dover staff helping on site at Stack in close liaison with the Port’s operational team and 

with Kent Police.  The number of freight vehicles to be sent will be determined by the available 

capacity and uplift at the Port and Eurotunnel.   

 

Maintaining its integrity 

 

Any freight vehicles heading to the Port or Eurotunnel via another route in an attempt to bypass 

Stack will be unlabelled.  On identification, they will be sent back to the end of Stack.  This is 

important in ensuring that everyone plays fairly and by the rules as well as helping Kent Police to 

maintain order during Stack. 

 

Stages of Stack 

 

Until very recently, Kent Police has operated Stack with four available stages, each adding 

additional holding capacity, as follows: 

 

Stage 1:  Junction 8 to Junction 9 on M20 coast-bound carriageway 

   Total freight vehicle capacity – 2,100 
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Stage 2:  Junction 8 to Junction 11 on M20 coast-bound carriageway 

   Total freight vehicle capacity – 3,600 

 

Stage 3: Junction 9 to Junction 8 on M20 London-bound carriageway 

Total freight vehicle capacity – 5,700 

 

Stage 4: Junction 11 to Junction 8 on M20 London-bound carriageway 

Total freight vehicle capacity – 7,200 

    

Freight vehicles for Eurotunnel are directed to use the hard shoulder and Port of Dover traffic 

lane 3 (overtaking/fast lane) 

 

Due to the extended impact of Stack on Kent of late, very recent developments have seen Stages 

3 & 4 superseded by a new plan (Stage 3) that utilises Manston airfield for Port of Dover traffic 

only, which has a total capacity of 4,000 freight vehicles.  This is yet to be demonstrated. Port 

bound freight vehicles are diverted from the M20 at Junction 7 and directed along the A249, M2 

and A299 to Manston. This operation will be controlled and manned by Highways England and 

Kent Police. Released vehicles will use the A256 and A2 to Dover. 

 

Stack Exemptions 

 

The following vehicles are exempt from Stack: 

 Livestock vehicles 

 Quick to Market Products 

 Critical care emergency equipment 

 Humanitarian Aid 

 Class 1.4 and Class 7 hazardous goods 

 Drop trailers  

 Non Port traffic 

 Vehicles/containers destined for Dover cargo terminal 

 Depending on the length of time in Stack, vehicles with children (determined by Kent Police)  

 

Staffing for Stack 

 

In terms of the on-site operation, Stack is operated by Kent Police (as the body in overall control) 

along with supporting staff from the Port of Dover, Kent Fire and Rescue Service, Kent County 

Council and other members of the Kent Resilience Forum as required.  
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3. What has the Port of Dover been doing to help keep traffic moving during the recently 

challenging period? 

 

During Stack 

 

As it always does during Stack, the Port of Dover sends two staff members to Stack in order to 

issue labels at the head of stack and dispatch freight vehicles to the Port of Dover as directed by 

Terminal Control, the operations team at the Port. 

 

In Dover, the Port of Dover Police are sent out to the Eastern Docks and York Street roundabouts 

and remain there for the duration of Stack.  This is in order to keep traffic congestion to a 

minimum for the local community and to turn around freight vehicle traffic that is unlabelled in 

order to send it to the back of Stack. 

 

The Port’s operations team remains in very close contact with Kent Police in order to ensure that 

traffic is being managed in the best way possible and so Stack and the Port are both operating as 

efficiently as possible within the constraints of the reasons for Stack’s implementation. 

 

This also applies to communications, where the Port’s comms team is in regular contact with 

counterparts at Kent Police, Highways England, Kent County Council, the ferry operators and 

others as required.  This is to ensure that the Port can issue regular, accurate and helpful 

information 24/7 to its customers and community via its website (www.doverport.co.uk), its 

dedicated Twitter feed (@PoD_travelnews) and through the media. 

 

Looking at alternatives to Stack  

 

The Port of Dover has been working closely with Kent Police, Highways England, trade 

associations and Kent councils as part of a strategic group to put forward a unified approach on 

solutions and alternatives to Operation Stack.  The Port has played a very positive part within the 

group to find solutions not only to the symptoms, which contraflows and lorry parks may achieve, 

but also the cause which lies in France at Calais and at Eurotunnel.  The Manston airfield plan is 

an outcome from that group. 

 

4. How the Port is working to improve the situation going forward 

 

In addition to the current operational commitments that the Port will continue to make as is 

necessary, it has also been busy investing heavily in projects that will help improve the capacity 

and efficiency of the Port and keep traffic moving. 
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Traffic Management Improvement (TMI) Project  

 

The TMI project commenced in 2012 and when completed will significantly improve the resilience 

of the Port operation.  It will also, as required, help manage the throughput of traffic within the 

confines of the Port and reduce congestion on the external road network.   

 

This will be achieved through a new holding area inside the Port at the Eastern Docks Ferry 

Terminal with a capacity to hold up to 220 freight vehicles (equivalent to almost four kilometres 

of traffic).  Alongside the extra capacity, it will remove bottlenecks in the Port with traffic flows 

being re-routed and intelligently managed using variable lane messaging and control. 

 

TMI has received European funding in recognition of the importance of this project to keeping 

cross-Channel traffic moving.  It is due to be completed at the end of 2015. 

 

Dover Western Docks Revival 

 

By developing the Western Docks, the Port is able to move its general cargo operation out of the 

Eastern Docks and as a result create a dedicated ferry terminal.  This provides further opportunity 

to create additional holding capacity for freight vehicles within the Eastern Docks and improve the 

efficiency of the operation, which will not be interrupted by the cargo business.  Such additional 

capacity could deliver around another six kilometres of freight vehicle space within the Ferry 

Terminal, delivering 10km in total along with the existing TMI project.  Such developments 

together represent an increase over existing capacity of some 50%, a significant amount and a 

sign of the lengths the Port is going to in order to provide adequate capacity both to handle 

growing freight volumes and to provide further headroom at times of operational stress. 

 

Alongside the immediate opportunities for more space for freight vehicles, there is also 

opportunity to make their journeys more efficient.  Around one third of those vehicles leaving the 

UK via Dover do so empty.   By developing port-centric distribution at the Western Docks, it will 

be possible to create added value activities that mean freight vehicles can collect a load on route 

to the ferry terminal through which they would have been passing anyway.  

 

The Port has already committed £85 million to the upgrade of the Eastern Docks and the revival 

of the Western Docks has seen the Port commit a further £120 million, its biggest ever single 

investment. 

 

The above projects all form part of the BRIDGE (Building the Resilience of International and 

Dependent Gateways in Europe) partnership between the ports of Dover and Calais.  This is an 

ongoing commitment to deliver complementary infrastructure and capacity to meet the demands 

of future traffic growth and to garner European support in order to attract EU funding. 
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Alternative Stack idea for the Port 

 

As part of the Port of Dover’s positive participation with the group of partners looking at 

alternative Stack solutions, the Port conducted its own detailed examination of options to find one 

which worked for the Port and for Kent.  In carrying out this analysis, the Port identified two 

options worthy of serious further exploration; either utilising a section of the A256 dual 

carriageway or the A2 at Lydden Hill.  

 

The A256 has a substantial section of under-utilised dual carriageway that runs between Dover 

and Eastry.  Such an option could handle over 1,000 freight vehicles.  The A2 scheme could 

extend from the Lydden Hill junction (the last section of dual carriageway) northwards to the 

Bridge junction and could hold 640 LGVs. 

 

Both options directly feed Dover and would be particularly beneficial for local hauliers who 

currently have to travel some 40 miles to join the back of Stack.   

 

A further option with minimal advantages using the A2 Jubilee Way was also identified but is the 

least favoured. 

 

Keeping the Port’s traffic closer to the intended departure point reduces lorry miles, air pollution 

and is more efficient as the Port can better time the release of vehicles from the Stack to match 

available capacity in the Port.   

 

Whilst the Port will continue to work positively with partners in operating the Manston scheme as 

and when required, it still believes that the potential options may have considerable benefits for 

local hauliers, for the Port and operation of the Stack, for the residents of Dover and also the 

residents of Thanet. 


