Representor Number07/00425
Main Matter 2 Session 2 Item B Milton Keynes Growth Area (SE SDA)

The Society would wish to clarify its position as set out in its initial representation by responding to the questions set out in Main Matter 2 Session 2 Item B. We are of the view that the submitted strategy is unsound in specifying 2,000 dwellings as part of a  SE urban extension of Milton Keynes  into Bedfordshire, in advance of the review of the EE Plan.  We are also of the view, as set out in our representation, that should the EE Plan review conclude that there should be such expansion into Bedfordshire, the total dwellings should not exceed 2,000.  This would be a matter for  Central Bedfordshire LDF the local planning authority for Central Bedfordshire, in consultation with Milton Keynes Council, the local planning authority of Milton Keynes.  

Answers to Inspector’s questions.

1. Should the Milton Keynes Growth Area be given completely separate treatment within the strategy, particularly to ensure compatibility with the LDF for Milton Keynes itself, covering such issues as the provision of affordable housing?

No – until and unless the review of the East of England Plan concludes that such an extension of Milton Keynes into Bedfordshire is appropriate, then subject to re-wording as set out in our initial representation to reflect this position, it should be as set out in the Draft Submission Core Strategy.  Should the review of the East of England plan conclude that it is appropriate for there to be an extension into Bedfordshire, then a joint LDF should be prepared by both the planning authority for Milton Keynes, and the planning authority for Central Bedfordshire to ensure compatibility between both planning authorities imperatives, as well as ensuring sustainability of such an extension.  

2.  In both Policy  CS1 and in the text, section 3.12, it is stated that approximately 2,000 dwellings might be accommodated in Mid Bedfordshire (this is an addition to the Mid Bedfordshire “allocation” from the adopted East of England RSS). In view of the conclusions of the GVA Grimley study that 3,500 – 5,000 dwellings might be accommodated in Mid Bedfordshire.  

The Inspector errs in stating  Messrs Grimleys  conclusion was that Mid Bedfordshire, namely what is referred to as the Aspley Guise Triangle can accommodate 3,500 – 5,000 dwellings.  Scenario 1 concludes that  between 3,458 to 4,610 dwellings could physically be accommodated based on overall land budget assessments  at different densities.  Scenario 2 concludes that between 1029 – 2,700 could be accommodated, based on the land budget assessment after maintaining an open space gap north of Bletchley Bedford railway line at different densities. (Note: for reasons set out in Appendix A this report is flawed as a basis for setting dwelling numbers, as indeed was Messrs Grimleys Options for Growth Evaluation Report for Milton Keynes Partnership in April 2006 which informed Milton Keynes Partnership’s Growth Strategy) 

a) What is the justification for limiting such provision to 2,000 dwellings? Should the figure be the full allocation of 5,600 dwellings discussed in the context of the SE Plan?

No - as demonstrated in detail in Appendix A, 5,600 dwellings can not be accommodated in the Aspley Guise Triangle, without breaching planning policy.  If it is judged that a figure for dwellings should be part of the Core Strategy then, then that figure should be not exceed 2,000 for the reasons given by the former Mid Bedfordshire Planning Authority following further technical study, in addition to the reasons set out in Appendix A. It is of note when considering the SE Panel report on the East West Rail Link and its reference to the importance of Aspley Guise Station in respect of the SEDA that all the current options set out by the EW Rail Link Consortium report, (WSDS Ref Number 1) subject to consultation, include a reduction of service of the current hourly stopping service from Bedford to Bletchley to a 2 hourly service, 

b) Either way, is it appropriate to include any provision for the SE SDA at the present time pending the RSS review? 

No – see the Society’ initial representation in respect of the draft Submission Core Strategy.

3. As the SDA is essentially an expansion of Milton Keynes is it appropriate or realistic to stipulate development densities and percentage of affordable homes in this DPD (Paragraph 3.12.6 refers?

 Yes - like the rest of Mid Bedfordshire this is an essentially rural area bordering an area of great landscape value, and historical importance and it is in keeping with the policies for the rest of what was Mid Bedfordshire. If we may use a simile, the frame of a picture is as important as the picture itself, that frame being the Aspley Guise Triangle leading to the slope of the Greensand Ridge. It is of note as we have stated before that the Aspley Guise Triangle is overlooked by both the Greensand Ridge and the Western Ridge and Cranfield Plateau.  

4. Linked to this the proposed extension to the South Bedfordshire Green Belt (section 3.5 and Policy CS1 

a) Is this an issue which ought to be determined, in principle, as part of a review of the “general extent of the Green Belt” in the RSS
No – it is entirely appropriate that the proposed extension of the South Bedfordshire Greenbelt should be included in the Draft Submission Core Strategy  for the area.  

This proposal is entirely in keeping with  PPS 2 in particular:  

Para 1.4 – the Intentions of the policy  - namely to keep land permanently open and prevent urban sprawl,  

Para 1.5 the Purposes of including land in Green Belts – each and every one of the bullet points of this paragraph apply in this case

Para 2.10  - in that by extending the Green Belt as set out development will be channelled towards a major urban area i.e. Milton Keynes and therefore. transport will be channelled towards the main transport infrastructure routes

This proposal is also compliant with the current published East of England Plan, in particular:

 Policy ENV1 bullet point 2 and 5.-  by its links with the Community Forest of Marston Vale  It is of note that the Draft EE Plan Implementation Plan (WSDS Ref 8) currently published for consultation identifies on P128 that the Forest of Marston Vale is a key element of sub-regional green infrastructure. 

Policy ENV3 bullet point 5 and 7. - by providing wild life corridors and networks of green infrastructure which cross the man made barrier of the M1 and expanding A421

Policy ENV6 bullet point 7

b) If not, until the extent of any expansion of the Milton Keynes SE SDA into Mid Bedfordshire has been determined through the RSS Review do the “exceptional circumstances” required by PPG2 to justify a change to a green belt boundary exist?

Yes - although it should be stated that this is not a new Green Belt as set out in PPS 2.14 but an extension of an existing Green Belt by what is a small area to achieve the intention and purpose of PPS 2.  When Milton Keynes was planned originally it was planned for substantial growth, and it was considered that even its long term growth could be accommodated within the wide boundaries it was given.  Over half the undeveloped area of Milton Keynes Unitary Authority are rural settlements east of the M1. Whilst some of this area is restricted by flood zones as set out in the Milton Keynes SFRA (WSDS Ref 2) there is still substantial land that is appropriate for additional development. It was not envisaged at the time the South Bedfordshire Green Belt was drafted in 1976, nor when it became statutory in 1980, that to protect its own is rural area, that Milton Keynes Council and now indeed Milton Keynes Partnership when faced with unexpected demands for massive growth to meet national and regional housing targets, would seek to expand across both district/county  and regional spatial strategy boundaries.  It is of note that the Statutory Instrument for the MK UDA planning authority powers (Milton Keynes Partnership) received Parliamentary Approval in March/April 2004 when the EIP of the MK and SM Sub Regional Strategy had only just started. It is further of note that whilst Mid Bedfordshire and Aylesbury Vale had observer status only within Milton Keynes Partnership, they were therefore effectively ruled out of the decision making process that considered the options for growth that directly affected the areas where they were the local planning authorities. 

c) What alternative to green belt extension have been considered to achieve the policy objectives? Has any evaluation been done of the effectiveness of such alternatives?
The Society when considering the Draft Submission Core Strategy did consider whether it would be more appropriate to designate the area proposed  as an extension of the South Bedfordshire Green Belt as Green Infrastructure, as set out in the Parish agreed Green Infrastructure Plan but after consideration of a)the published SE Plan, where Milton Keynes is a diamond growth area, b) the  Secretary of States views that Milton Keynes should absorb more development both within the plan period and beyond and c) Messrs Savills (Milton Keynes South East Consortium) proposal submission to East of England Regional Assembly (WSDS Ref 3) Page 2 we concluded that only an extension of the Green Belt would check the growth of Milton Keynes within the Aspley Guise Triangle and avoid coalescence. The essential character of Green Belt is its permanence and therefore such extension would prevent coalescence between Milton Keynes and Aspley Guise including the part that forms the eastern built form of Woburn Sands. The lack of permanence of green infrastructure is demonstrated by the subsequent development of designated green infrastructure, within the urban area of  Milton Keynes itself.

Appendix A

Detailed Justification why if housing number are included in the Mid Bedfordshire Core Strategy they should not exceed 2,000

1. Messrs GVA Grimleys Report April 2008
a) The report as jointly commissioned by the local authorities is flawed as a basis for deciding numbers of dwellings that can be accommodated in the Aspley Guise Triangle due to the lack of  technical assessment as stated in the Non Technical Executive Summary of GVA Grimleys Report Para 43 bullet point 2. 

b) The work for the report was primarily a desk based study that provided advise on the overall land budget for each of the SDAs at three density scenarios, 30, 40, and 50 dph taking into account the principles of relevant planning policy and relevant work both prior to and since the Milton Keynes Growth Strategy and of course the SE Plan Panel report. We would refer the Inspector in particular to the Annex 6 Land Suitability of   the Options for Growth Evaluation Report by Messrs GVA Grimley  (WSDS Ref. 4), which was a very limited assessment  as set out on P1 of the Executive Summary.  The map contained on Page 25. shows The Aspley Guise Triangle as Sector 89 and as can be seen the majority of the total area is noted to be Development Possible – unconstrained, and a narrow strip of land alongside the M1 as Development Possible – with constraints. These constraints are noted on Page 28 Area R to be relating to flood risk, road noise and archaeological notification sites. As we will show later, this is both inaccurate and misleading.  (Note the recent Hertfordshire CC High Court Ruling)

We have considered the Panel Report  in particular the section on Milton Keynes and Aylesbury Vale sub region in detail. We can find no indication that there was any consideration of much more than as set out on Page 383 paras 23.120 to 23.123  noting that:

· the Panel considered that the land was poorer landscape quality than the land to the SW of Milton Keynes, 

· disregarded subsequent land budget analysis, due to weak evidence from Milton Keynes Council – who are of course not the planning authority for any area outside of Milton Keynes Unitary Authority boundaries.

· preferred Messrs Savills (Milton Keynes South East Consortium)   master planning work to set a total of 5,600 dwellings to be accommodated in the Aspley Guise Triangle.  

Of note is the fact that SE Plan Strategic Flood Risk Assessment (WSDS Ref 5) did not include the Aspley Guise Triangle or indeed any impact from the growth of MK on any area outside the area of the SE Plan. 

(Note again the recent Hertfordshire CC High Court Ruling)

c) Not withstanding the above Messrs GVA Grimley concluded  that 5,600 dwellings could not be accommodated in the Aspley Guise Triangle  unless at a density of over 50dph which they regarded as  probably unrealistic Para 35 of the Non Technical Executive Summary and “not deliverable” on Page 65 para 8.59 of the report.  Messrs GVA Grimleys recommend a density of between 40dph to 45 dph for the whole of the SE DA which would allow higher density in areas close to local centres and transport links. This would give a total of 4,148 dwellings in the Aspley Guise Triangle without an extension of the green belt and 1,232 dwellings with an extension of the Green Belt.  As Milton Keynes is only achieving an average 40dph by the use of high rise building, we would question that this would appropriate for a site that borders an area of great landscape value and historical importance. Note that the former figure of 4,148 as we will demonstrate is further reduced when the constraints demonstrated by technical assessment in the area by local authorities and indeed the Messrs Savills (Milton Keynes South East Consortium)  (WSDS Ref 3) are taken into consideration.  

We would ask the Inspector to particularly note for later reference in the following paragraphs,  Messrs  GVA Grimleys report that the total gross capacity of land within the Aspley Guise triangle is 268 hectares, which they state would be further reduced by land  that would need to be retained for amenity value - P65 Para 8.60.  However Messrs Savills (Milton Keynes South East Consortium) (WSDS Ref 3)in their proposal submission to the East of England Regional Assembly Page 2 state the site is approximately 330 hectares. 

2. Flood Zones in Aspley Guise Triangle.
a) We would refer the Inspector to the Milton Keynes Strategic Flood Risk Assessment July 2008 (WSDS Ref 2) by the Halcrow Group Limited. This document whilst in the main covering the Milton Keynes Unitary Authority Area, does include a full assessment of the Aspley Guise Triangle. P69 Section 11 contains the Summary and Recommendations, and sections11.5 in respect of development within Flood Zones 2 and 3 applies to the Aspley Guise Triangle. 

The maps demonstrating Water Courses,  Strategic Flood Risk from all Sources, and Strategic Flood Risk from Climate Change for the Aspley Guise triangle are shown on Tiles  A15, B15 and C 5.  The main part of the Aspley Guise Triangle is low lying between the Greensand Ridge and a slight ridge at Wavendon. 

Tile A15 shows the minor water courses and ponds in the area. 

Tile B 15 shows that not less than 10% of the total area currently lies within Flood Zone 3B

Tile C5 shows roughly the same area lying within Flood Zone 3 B taking into account Climate Change. 

This area is reflected in the Environment Agencies Flood Map for the Aspley Guise Triangle.  However note that this flood map may change as the Ouse and its tributaries  CFMP, last version September 2008 is currently being revised and will not be published until the end of the year. 

PPS 25 Table D1 demonstrates the constraints in place in respect of Flood Zone 3B, namely that it can only be used for water compatible uses and essential infrastructure listed in Table D2.  Residential, employment or other development would not be appropriate in this area.   The EERA as part of their call for  proposals submissions required that submissions should by accompanied by detailed assessment of the physical and environment constraints to the submission.  We note that Messrs Savills (Milton Keynes South East Consortium) in their proposal submission to the East of England Regional Assembly in October 2008 (WSDS Ref 3) consider only 1% of the site to lie in Flood Zone 3b, and 4% in Flood Zone 3a.  This is clearly an underestimate of the constraint.

From the above it is clear, that whether GVA Grimley’s figure of gross capacity of 268 hectares, or Messrs Savills (Milton Keynes South East Consortium) site figure of 330 hectares is considered, at least 10% of the total is unavailable for development.  However GVA Grimley would not have had access to MKSFRA, as it was only made public in September 2008, and indeed was still with the Environment Agency at the time of their report in April 2008.  It is also unlikely that Messrs Savills (Milton Keynes South East Consortium would have had the MK SFRA at the time of their proposal submission to EERA in October 2008. 

b) We would refer the Inspector to the Bedford Borough and Mid Beds District Outline Water Cycle Strategy April 2009 Final Report (Core Document Reference ASD28.) by Halcrow and Hannah Reed Associates were commissioned by Renaissance Bedford to carry out this study. As part of this study each of the development submissions proposed, under the Mid Bedfordshire Site Allocations Issues and Options exercise, were assessed as to whether they were inside or partially within a) the EA flood zone,  B)Elstow Brook 100 year, and 1000 year flood plain and c) SFRA Level 2b 2 and 3 flood plain. The results of this assessment can be seen at Appendix E of the Outline Water Cycle Strategy. The ID number of Messrs Savills (Milton Keynes South East Consortium) submission for the development of the Aspley Guise Triangle HO23 and can be found on the second page of Appendix E.  As can be seen from this assessment the proposed development site HO23 (Aspley Guise Triangle) is assessed to be inside EA Flood Zone 2 and partially within EA Flood Zone 3.  This indicates that the totality of the Aspley Guise Triangle is assessed as Flood Zone 2 or 3. 

We would refer to PPS 25 Table D1 and 2 as to the appropriate use for Flood Zone 2 – whilst Flood Zone 2 unlike Flood Zone 3B does not rule out development, the principle of PPS25 is that development where possible should be directed to Flood Zone 1, and if not possible, a detailed FRA is required in addition to a sequential test  and in some cases an exception test.  This constitutes a further constraint to development in this area.

c) We would refer the inspector to the CFMP for the Ouse and all its tributaries (WSDS Ref 6), noting that this is currently being revised and rewritten in the light of additional data. We have considered this large document and it is clear that the biggest risk of river flooding during severe weather events at vulnerable areas like Bedford and Kempston, amongst others including the Fens,  is from excessive water flowing down from the upper catchment area. Therefore on Page 317 Section 5.3 Catchment Opportunities and Constraints the EA notes key opportunity for catchment wide sustainable flood risk management is for storage of water in the upper catchment area. It of note  on P345 that the EA preferred policy for Bedford and Kempston (Policy Unit  4 in the September 08 Ouse CFMP)   is Policy 5 – Take further action to reduce flood risk – as they state “Climate change and future urbanisation will significantly increase the flood risk in the policy unit over the next 100 years. If we continue to undertake our current flood risk management activities in the future the flood risk would increase to an unacceptable level, further action beyond what we now do is required”  

  It is of note that the Aspley Guise Triangle is clay based and mainly green field/agricultural and unlike more porous free draining geology, stores water during heavy rainfall. Whilst not draining directly into the Ouse, the area of highest risk, the area does feed into the Ouse via its minor waterways. It is therefore likely that as with Milton Keynes, there will be a requirement that  SUDs take the form of balancing ponds to counteract the effect of loss of land storage, and increase in water run off.   This will of course further decrease the amount of hectares available for development.

3. Agricultural Land  

This Government has made clear that in addition to a national need for affordable housing, there is also a more fundamental need for food security. The majority of the land in the Aspley Guise Triangle is green field, and long standing agricultural land as demonstrated by the Historic Environment map contained within the Aspley Guise Green Infrastructure Plan (WSFS Ref 7) as produced by the Greensand Trust where there are surviving elements of Ridge and Furrow. A substantial area would in historical times have been wet pasture land, but most has now been improved and is in current production.   This can also be seen via the 2008 Google Earth Image (WSDS Ref 9) of the Aspley Guise Triangle.  The Green Sands Trust assessment of the area, as set out in the Aspley Guise Green Infrastructure Plan, and the Google Earth Images is at odds with Messrs Savills (Milton Keynes South East Consortium) Proposal Submission to the East of England Regional Assembly P6 that the site is “within a landscape area already defined as of little visual value, affected by large sheds and infrastructure at junction 13, and with little habitat of any value due to the current agricultural uses”.   

We would particularly refer the Inspector to Messrs Savills (Milton Keynes South East Consortium) proposal submission to the East of England Regional Assembly (WSDS Ref 3) Appendix 1 Physical and Environmental Constraints.  The East of England Regional Assembly  required each proposal submission to complete a pre-set assessment of the Physical and Environmental Constraints, setting out potential constraints, their value, and the criteria and value explanation.  As can be seen from Messrs Savills (Milton Keynes South East Consortium) desk top assessment 100% of the agricultural land within the stated 330 hectare site is designated 1,2, and 3a/b, 20% Grade 1 and 2 (score 2), and 80% Grade 3a/b. (score 4)  As can been seen for the criteria and value explanation Messrs Savills (Milton Keynes South East Consortium) between a minimum value of 3 (majority of the land grade 3a) and 5 (majority of land grade 3b) scored the 80% grade 3 land as 4. Of note in their assessment is that there is no agricultural land designated 4 or 5. 

We are of the view following the assessment reports of the Greensand Trust of this land in the Aspley Guise Triangle for the Parish Green Infrastructure Plan (WSDS Ref 7), and our own observation that once again, as with the flood zone assessment, Messrs Savills (Milton Keynes South East Consortium) have underestimated the amount of BMV agricultural land of the site.  However even if their desk top assessment of 60% BMV and 40 non BMV were accepted, this would further reduce the amount of land suitable for development. 

We would refer the Inspector to Planning Policy Statement 7 Paras 28 – 29. 

Preserving BMV land for agriculture would of course further reduce the hectares available for development. 

It is of note that  as part of the assessment  additionally 0.4% of the 330 hectare site is designated as a County Wildlife Site

Summary

In respect of flooding  approximately 10% + of the total site of 330 hectares (Messrs Savills (Milton Keynes South East Consortium) or a total site of  268 hectares (Messrs GVA Grimleys)  is unavailable for development, other than water based or essential infrastructure being in flood zone 3B as demonstrated by both the MK SFRA and EE Flood Map.  Noting of course that the remainder of the site as set out in the Outline Water Strategy May 2009 (Core Document Ref  ASD 28), is within Flood Zone 2. 

In respect of agriculture, from the proposal submission to EERA at least 60% of the total site of 330 hectares (Messrs Savills (Milton Keynes South East Consortium) or 268 hectares (Messrs GVA Grimleys is BMV and in accordance with PPS 7 Para 29, it is for the Local Planning Authority, namely Central Bedfordshire,  to decide whether it can be developed or not. 

Even if the assessment in the Outline Water Strategy (Core Documents ASD 28) indicating that the site is within Flood Zone 2 is disregarded, and Messrs Savills (Milton Keynes South East Consortium) minimum 60% BMV is accepted  – this would leave only 99 hectares of a total site of 330 hectares (Messrs Savills (Milton Keynes South East Consortium) or 80.4 hectares of a total site of 268 hectares (Messrs GVA Grimleys) available for development which would of course need to include associated infrastructure requirements. 

Therefore we are of the view that if the Inspector agrees with Central Bedfordshire that a housing number should be included in the Core Strategy then this number should not exceed 2,000.
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