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	Watchfield Parish Council




Operation of the National Planning Policy Framework,
Government Select Committee

April 20th, 2014

Dear Sir or Madam,

Re: Operation of the National Planning Policy Framework

Watchfield Parish Council has recent experience of the implementation of the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) for several large, local developments as the Vale of White Horse District Council does not have a Local Plan in place, or 5 year land supply. Thus, all decisions have reverted to the policies within the NPPF and we have an intimate insight into how this has impacted on our, and wider, communities. There appears to be a view by the Planning Authorities that only some of the NPPF needs to be adhered to in order to grant permission and not that the whole needs to be considered.
In summary, the NPPF has:-

· An over reliance on the 5 year land supply that is driving inappropriate planning to satisfy a target rather than a need
· No policies for proportional growth and non-coalescence of villages

· Sustainability policies that are nebulous and open to interpretation in favour of developers

· No directives to absolutely tie housing to employment

· No directives for green technologies/micro-generation and high quality communications

· No imperatives for infrastructure to be in place before occupation

· No incentive for planning authorities not to pass the buck to other bodies while passing unrealistic applications

· Taken away local say in any areas without a Local Plan – residents are being punished for failures of planning authorities 

· No true protection for the environment, open spaces, sports and leisure facilities, heritage assets, or sustainable transport

· No incentive to re-use brownfield sites

· Led to a push for dangerous and inappropriate sites to be considered

The NPPF, as it stands, is not resulting in effective planning for housing or sustainable communities. Those residents of areas without Local Plans are being unfairly disadvantaged.

Sustainabilty
NPPF criteria for sustainability are so nebulous as to make them open to interpretation by all developers in their favour. The environmental branch of sustainability seems to be ignored as long as developers can put forward their case for economic and social roles. Certainly, NPPF 9 is not being satisfied by any of the recently passed developments in the area. There have been no improvements designated for arterial infrastructure routes, currently working at capacity, to make it easier to create jobs and improve the conditions in which people live and work. There has been no effort to improve design or build quality with standard, generic homes passed for ancient villages so they will always appear incongruous.

The presumption in favour of sustainable development is unfairly biased towards developers, ignoring the views of residents and electors. This is especially applicable in the Vale of White Horse that has no Local Plan. The idea that Localism exists enabling local residents to play some part in development is laughable in our case. Due to the failures of successive District Councils to implement a Local Plan, residents of the Vale’s towns and villages are suffering inappropriate developments dictated by central government policies. This is centralisation of local matters, not Localism. The Vale of White Horse planners have admitted that they are being forced to accept developments they would normally have declined, due to the laxity of the NPPF and the financial inability to fight appeals.
Housing Figures and 5-Year Land Supply
Housing allocations for the Vale of White Horse are based on figures derived from an un-elected business body (LEP). There has been no proper consideration of the environmental and social constraints of these figures and there has been no opportunity for public consultation on the economic growth figures on which the SHMA is based. However, these are the figures on which developers rely to promote their plans under the NPPF. If the Vale of White Horse District Council accepts such unrealistic and undeliverable targets, the 5 Year Housing Supply will remain perpetually out of reach and lead to an on-going planning free for all. Local residents are, again, being punished for the lack of a 5-Year Land Supply by having a 20% buffer imposed (6-Year Land Supply) by central government.
All of the core planning principles do not apply to any residents of the Vale of White Horse District Council, due to the lack of Local Plan and 5-Year Land Supply, making residents vulnerable to developer-led speculative planning applications that are waved through on the NPPF presumption of sustainable development. Strategic areas identified in emerging Local Plans are bombarded by developer applications knowing the criteria under the NPPF are far more lax than a Local Plan.
There is no policy for the staged development of the area under the lifetime of a Local Plan or the NPPF. Thame, for example, identified 7 strategic sites for development over the next 15 years of their plan but all of these sites have now had applications submitted. Such disproportionate front-loading of developments to 
satisfy short-term housing targets will lead to an inevitable degradation of infrastructure for existing and new residents.
There is no policy within the NPPF for proportionate growth of communities. We are not NIMBYs and we are willing to accept proportional and appropriate growth. However, the developments passed and in the pipeline for Watchfield will see the civilian housing rising by 97% with no increase in facilities. Neighbouring Shrivenham will double in size.

Decision Taking

NPPF 187 directive that local planning authorities should look for solutions rather than problems has led to a potentially extremely dangerous situation locally. Planning for a Travellers’ site on the edge of Watchfield has been turned down in the past on road safety grounds as the residents would have to cross a 60mph stretch of the A420, on a bend, near a junction, in an area used for overtaking. Oxfordshire County Council interpreted the NPPF to mean they had to find a solution to this and designated a concrete island in the centre of the road as a safe enough option, despite the traffic movements on the road exceeding 20,000 per day, which is 66% higher than current guidelines. They were allowed to consider the road use of the A420 now and not the projected use with an additional 8,000+ houses and 40 hectare employment site on the eastern edge of Swindon feeding onto the road, or the 2,000+ houses to be built along its route within the Vale of White Horse. Many local residents feel this imposed solution will lead to fatalities.
Economy, Business and Employment
There is insufficient direction in the NPPF to ensure housing development preferentially takes place in geographical tandem with economic plans for growth. In the Vale of White Horse District Council area, economic and employment centres are to be concentrated in a few key science locations. However, housing is concentrated away from these areas, in villages with no real prospect of business growth, ensuring that virtually all new residents will have to commute to work along routes with no costed infrastructure improvements.

The drive not to overburden businesses and developers with costs of improvements is leading to the deterioration of living, leisure and work conditions for existing residents, as well as new ones.

Sustainable Transport/High Quality Communication Infrastructure
There are no directives within the NPPF to ensure developments must incorporate superfast broadband to enable the smarter technologies required to reduce the need for travel to be incorporated in new housing and employment areas. The directive to incorporate this within Local Plans again penalises all residents of areas where the District Council has failed to provide a Local Plan. 

The statements regarding solutions to reduce greenhouse emissions and congestion are too woolly to stand up to challenge by developers and Transport Assessments submitted with applications are, in our experience, based on extremely questionable and unrealistic data and not implemented or enforced.

Developments in Watchfield have ignored NPPF 35 consider the needs of people with disabilities by all modes of transport yet have been passed. Under the NPPF the Vale has granted permission for a 50-bed extra care home in a village with no health care facilities, no post office, no bank, shops outside of walkable distance and a very infrequent bus service through the village.
Choice of Homes/Good Design
There is insufficient directive within the NPPF to ensure suitable housing for the elderly and disabled. NPPF 50 is suggestive rather than prescriptive. Given the demographic shift of the population there needs to be allocated provision, rather than a minimal requirement for level floors within inherently unsuitable building types. It is appreciated that the provision of bungalows is less economically attractive for developers but Watchfield has a significant elderly population, some of whom would move from their large family homes if suitable provision was available within the village. None of the passed developments incorporate independent living facilities on one level.

All good design statements are directed towards the development of Local Plans and are not incorporated robustly in the NPPF. The wish to incorporate good design is entirely subjective and leaves residents at the whim of individual planning officers. Statements such as plan positively allow for interpretation by developers and authorities in any way they see fit. There are no implementable directives for the incorporation of green technology in individual buildings. Given the level of development across the country, a stipulation for micro-generation on each house would have led to innovation, price-reduction and Britain becoming leaders in the field, without significant cost implications.
Healthy Communities
The NPPF is only suggestive in its statements regarding creating healthy, inclusive communities and relies on the Local Plans to give detail. Again, this severely disadvantages residents of areas without a Local Plan. This is punishing the electorate for the failings of middle government. Surely the role of central government should be to protect its citizens rather than see them suffer for the failure of District and County councillors?
The statements in NPPF 72-74 do not reflect the reality in the Vale of White Horse under the NPPF. The attitude is that the District has no choice but to pass developments even though there are insufficient school places, health care facilities, open spaces or recreation opportunities. It is then deemed to be the problem of the County Council to provide the improvements in schools and roads which they say they cannot afford and cannot recover the actual costs from the developers. Health Care providers do not seem to be consulted as our nearest GP surgery in Shrivenham is currently over capacity, has no room to expand 
and will be expected to cope with 1000+ new houses in the immediate vicinity. Watchfield is under provision for open space and recreational facilities for existing residents, let alone the doubling of the size of the village with 2 large, inappropriate developments. The village is entirely landlocked by a major road and MOD facilities and is unable to expand further, thus ensuring more and more residents have to use less and less land. Using an algorithm for financial contributions to leisure facilities by developers is meaningless unless there is space on which to locate these facilities and a sufficient public transport system to allow residents to access them.
NPPF provision for Local Green Spaces again does not protect the spaces in areas with no Local Plan.

Green Belt/Sprawl
There is no NPPF policy regarding the non-coalescence of villages and towns. Land that has not been designated green belt but acts to separate distinct populations in adjacent villages should be offered protection under a national policy. Watchfield and Shrivenham will only be separated by a golf course once all the developments under consideration have doubled the sizes of both villages. Watchfield is an ancient Anglo-Saxon village at heart and Shrivenham has its own identity. To allow sprawling coalescence will diminish the character of both settlements and the lives of residents who will be living in a characterless, homogenous sprawl.
Meeting the Challenges of Climate Change/Flooding
Again, policies are directives towards the production of a Local Plan and severely disadvantage all residents living in the shadow of District Authorities with no Local Plan. Developments have been approved under the NPPF that have no provisions to reduce greenhouse emissions through building design or promote reduction of commuting.
NPPF policies for reduction in inappropriate developments in areas at risk of flooding do not take into account areas prone to surface flooding or the post-effects of flooding. Watchfield is largely built on bedrock and suffers from surface water flooding which has been greatly exacerbated by new developments allowed to proceed with inadequate drainage in place and with planning conditions not enforced. Neighbouring Shrivenham suffers from sewerage backflow during high rainwater but developments have been allowed to continue with no costed improvements to local sewerage treatment facilities or local infrastructure.

Natural Environment
NPPF polices regarding the environment are couched in terms of where consistent with other policies. This inevitably leads to the environmental factors being considered as less important than the social and economic roles. The language of encouraging the use of brownfield sites is not sufficient to ensure these sites are used in preference to green field ones. The developer is always going to opt for the cheapest option which is construction on virgin green field sites.

NPPF directives towards the construction of Local Plans have disadvantaged residents of the Vale of White Horse with no Local Plan in place. This has led to the destruction of important habitats, translocation of protected species an overall reduction in biodiversity. Protection should be a stipulation of the NPPF, not an aspiration of a Local Plan.

NPPF 123 relates to noise from new developments. However, there are no policies or directives regarding light pollution. Many of the developments approved in and around the Vale of White Horse are in, essentially, dark areas. The village of Bourton has no street lighting whatsoever but is to be subjected to floodlighting for a park and ride facility to be located nearby. This facility will be across the county border in Wiltshire and part of the Swindon Borough Plan but the hoped for cooperation with neighbouring authorities will not take concerns into account.
Historic Environment
The NPPF contains references to conservation areas but this does not allow for the fact that many areas have expressed a wish to have conservation status but have been told by District authorities that they do not have the money to go forward with any further designations. Therefore, restricting protection to conservation zones disadvantages areas with many important heritage assets. The assessments required by developers on their impact on heritage assets are, in our experience, perfunctory and subjective. Planning authorities seem to consider the heritage environment as extremely low on their list of priorities.

Watchfield has a scheduled ancient monument in the form of the largest Anglo-Saxon burial site in the country. At the time of discovery there were insufficient funds for extensive investigations and the extent of boundaries and location of the associated settlement have yet to be discovered. MOD developments have been allowed over the years with no archaeological brief whatsoever. Current and potential developments lie alongside the ancient monument but the one currently under construction was allowed a minimal site investigation before being passed. Unless there are robust directives for the maintenance and protection of heritage assets of all kinds, the history of the nation will be lost.
We respectfully ask that our experiences and comments are taken into account when reviewing the effectiveness of the National Planning Policy Framework.
Yours sincerely,

Sally Mckendrick

Clerk to Watchfield Parish Council

All correspondence should be addressed to the Clerk

Chairman

Sue Nodder – 11 Oxford Square – Watchfield – Oxon – SN6 8TB
Tel: 01793 780329 – e-mail francisandsue2004@yahoo.co.uk
Clerk
Sally Mckendrick – Watchfield Village Hall – Chapel Hill – Watchfield – Oxon – SN6 8TA
Tel: 01367 242247 – e-mail watchfieldclerk@hotmail.co.uk
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