Dear Debbie Hardy,

RE:07/02184/FUL

 APPEAL BY MR AND MRS MENDAY AGAINST REFUSAL FOR CONVERSION AND EXTENSION OF HOTEL TO 50 BED NURSING HOME AND 36 CLOSE CARE APARTMENTS, NEW SOCIAL/TENNIS CLUBHOUSE AND 53 PARKING SPACES (INCORPORATING RELOCATION OF BOWLS CLUB TO LAND AT COMMON FARM, ASPLEY GUISE) AT GREENS HOTEL, RUSSELL STREET, WOBURN SANDS, MK17 8RA.

We understand you will have received this Town Council’s letter of objection to the above application and wish to now supply some additional information relating to it.

Woburn Sands Town Council spoke at both the Development Control hearings on the application and attach in Appendix (i) the outline of the speech made by one of our Councillors in the second of these, a copy of which was handed to all members of the panel together with the relevant Local Plan and PPG extracts(Appendix (ii)).  The application was refused despite a number of irrelevant considerations possibly in the minds of some of the panel as is shown in the Simon Rowberry report on DC Procedures for MKC, May 2008 (Appendix (iii)).

This Town Council believes two important elements were omitted from the Officers report 07/02184/FUL in the RECENT PLANNING HISTORY section. 

1. The original application to build on this site by the Mr Menday dates back to 1998/9 after he acquired the site. Application 98/01257/MK finally came to Development Control early in 1999. The “Extensions to the existing Social Clubhouse” referred to in the application was for a two storey building to occupy the site which is now an open grassed area to adjacent to the Clubhouse. This was to house a 10.5m x 6m swimming pool on the ground floor and a games room with 4 snooker tables on the first floor. Had this been built, it would have replaced the 4 snooker tables lost in the development of the hotel, as well as providing a welcome additional  Recreational  facility for the local community, in accordance with the Local Plan designation of the area. The fact is, permission was granted despite the proposed refusal by the officer (Summary in Appendix (iv)), but this element of the application was never built.

2. The Section 106 agreement for the application to build the hotel included a restriction of access to the hotel over land owned by MKC (as in para 3 of our objection letter). As explained in para 3, this restriction was lifted by Cabinet thus removing a valuable safeguard which had been put in place to protect the land as Recreation and Open Space. Appendix (v) includes the relevant documents, namely the report on the item “Russell Street Car Park ...” which was considered by Cabinet on 4 Dec 2001 and which recommended release of the restriction, the referral of the decision to the Treasury Overview Committee on 16 Jan 2002 together with a report from the Head of Planning, and the subsequent Cabinet decision on 29 Jan 2002.

ADDITIONAL  SUPPORTING EVIDENCE FOR REASON (01) OF REFUSAL. 

Strategic Leisure (we understand the applicant has forwarded this document to you) claims in pt v on page 5 that the bus service situation is similar in both the existing and proposed sites for the Bowls Club.  However, the site in Aspley Guise is not served by a regular and frequent bus service nor is the service in the control of MK Metro which only serves areas within Milton Keynes. It is therefore less accessible by public transport (para 23 PPG17 underlined in Appendix (ii)) and influence over the bus service in an adjoining authority is beyond the scope of any Section 106 agreement which may be imposed. The no. 8 bus service which is very close to the existing Bowls Club links Woburn Sands to central MK via our immediate neighbours covering many current Bowls Club members as well as many potential users (para 13 PPG17, appendix (ii)). This is a half hourly service, hourly on Sundays. 

The site in Aspley Guise is in an area of low housing density and protected as such by Beds CC policies. In contrast the present site is adjacent to an old town centre in an area of relatively high density terraced housing and with a new medium-high density development currently under construction on a brown field site in Woburn Sands (see map in Appendix  (vi)). There can be no doubting the future ease of accessibility to an increasing number of potential users of the Bowls Club if the Bowls Club remains in Woburn Sands but not if it relocates to Aspley Guise.

We stress that the new location in Aspley Guise may only be 830m from the existing site but it is an uphill walk and therefore less accessible to the 15% of existing users who can and do at present walk to the facility (para v pg 5 Strategic Leisure) and certainly potential ones who may wish to walk.

ADDITIONAL SUPPORTING EVIDENCE FOR REASON FOR REFUSAL (02)

The Town Council has had meetings with both MKC Leisure Services and MKC Play Areas officers reports from both of which may now be included by Alan Mills in his supplementary evidence to you. 

We do not believe the correct interpretation of paras 10 and 23 of PPG17 (underlined sections in Appendix (ii)) has been made by either Sport England in the letter which the Town Council understands is now presented to you by the applicant nor in the report by Strategic Leisure.  In addition, neither has considered the criteria (iii) set out in the Appendix to L2 

We attach a map (Appendix vi) which shows the land which is in theory available for development of further Recreational land within the Parish of Woburn Sands despite the claims in Strategic Leisure on page 6 that “The site in Aspley Guise for the proposed re-location of the Woburn Sands Bowling Club is the only available site in the immediate vicinity. This site has been confirmed as such by MKC”. We are not aware that this has been confirmed by MKC and in any case such an assumption is incorrect as the map shows. Particularly suitable is the field north west of the railway line which is adjacent to the no.8 bus route or a site within the Taylor Wimpey land adjacent to the railway currently designated for employment. 

Our discussions with MK Leisure Services and with the Play Areas officer confirm our views that alternative leisure facilities are suitable for this site even if the Bowls Club moves to Aspley Guise. The Leisure Services adviser feels the future of the tennis club will be untenable on the existing site if the nursing and care homes are built around it due to incompatability of the functions and in any case supports the view that three courts are needed for a really viable club...and ideal use of any space vacated by the Bowls Club.

The Play Areas officer from MKC confirms that the southern section of Woburn Sands is not within MKC’s recommended distance from a play area for young children (see Appendix (vii)) and that this is a further suitable alternative use for any land available on the site.

We, therefore, do not believe that para 10 of PPG 17 has been adhered to in this application since the developer has made no attempt to show that the land on which the Bowls Club currently occupies is “surplus to requirements” .  The map in Appendix (vi) also indicates the extent of Recreational land in Woburn Sands which shows we have no full football field/cricket pitch space, only one play area with a second promised on the Wimpey site and indeed no further leisure facilities. The need for these has been stressed to Wimpey in further Section 106 discussions on future developments at the brownfield site.The terms of the Town Council’s purchase of Edgewick Farm by legal agreement is confined to public access to any two of the three fields with grazing in the third, the whole to remain as untreated grassland. It is not, therefore, available for any sporting activities.

Strategic Leisure claims on pg 7 iii and iv that Woburn Sands is not mentioned as needing further sports facilities in its earlier Leisure Facilities Strategy 2003-2008. Such a strategy deals with larger sports complexes and does not detail at parish level every leisure facility there or needed. It does, however, state that one of Milton Keynes Bowls Clubs is located in Woburn Sands, a facility which would be lost to Milton Keynes, if it moves to Aspley Guise. 

A further requirement in PPG17 is the need of the developer “to consult the local community and demonstrate that the proposals are widely supported by them”. The volume of letters to the contrary, signatures on a privately organised petition, and support shown for the Town Council’s views at Development Control meetings are proof that support is not there from the local community. Aspley Guise did not support the move to its parish of the Bowls Club and Mid Beds refused permission subsequently granted on Appeal.

ADDITIONAL SUPPORTING EVIDENCE FOR REASON (03) OF REFUSAL.

This third reason for the refusal was an addition to the officer’s original recommendation to Development Control, but a very important addition suggested by this Town Council and agreed by Development Control. Many of the views about design are subjective and therein lies scope for different responses. We have further evidence to support our view as follows.

Woburn Sands Town Council has sought the advice of an independent design consultant whose report is attached in Appendix (viii). This report contradicts the view of the MKC officers quoted in the report presented to Development Control on the current application. We do not intend to repeat much of what is said in the Revill Consultancy response but wish to draw your attention specifically to it. It also highlights this council’s concerns over the proposed change of use which is very significant in its impact upon the local community.  Comments regarding pedestrian movements, accessibility for disabled, vehicle turning space, inadequacy of parking for the disabled, lack of landscaping space all support Woburn Sands objections in part 3 of our original response to the application. 

A recent decision by Inspector RW Moon in Appeal Ref APP/Y0435/A/07/2057638 refers to a much smaller dwelling proposed in a backlands area of Woburn Sands close to the site of the current application (location on map in Appendix (vi).  Point 5 of the Inspector’s report  states “I consider the scale and mass of the proposed  building would be out of character with its immediate neighbours, its defects emphasised by its siting within the body of backland unrelated to any street frontage. This would place the proposal in conflict with criteria (i) and (ii) of Policy D2.” Given that the difference in scale between a small 1 bed 2 storey dwelling and the close care apartments and nursing home proposed, is immense, this statement would be even more relevant to this application. 

In point 7 Inspector Moon notes that the proposed dwelling would be “overlooked  by a number of residential units above the shops in the High Street. Its roof would be visible from the public car park ...”.  In addition to High Street residential units and the public car park (see photos 2,6 and 8 in Appendix (ix)), the proposed nursing home and close care apartments would also be highly visible to  properties in Vicarage Street, Weathercock Lane (bungalows) and those in Russell Street. The application, therefore, impacts on the outlook and setting of adjoining dwellings.

The photograph in Appendix (x) is from the rear garden of a property in Vicarage Street upon whom we regard the development to be “an unacceptable visual intrusion” and contrary to Policy D1(iii). The proposed buildings would completely block this outlook.  Similar views pertain to neighbouring properties.

Whilst the site of the subject of the appeal decision by Inspector Moon was within the Conservation area and the site now being considered is adjacent to the Conservation, certain conclusions made by the Inspector are, we believe, relevant here. Inspector Moon describes the “sylvan setting” to be one of the key characteristics of this Conservation area and the series of photographs which form Appendices (ix) and (x) illustrate this feature. All the photos from the High Street and  Russell Street are taken from within the Conservation area looking through to and across the site for development. All illustrate this “sylvan setting” much of which would be lost and blocked by the plans for the nursing home and close care apartments.

It may also be relevant to point out that the hotel building itself which the application seeks to convert and extend was granted permission BEFORE Woburn Sands Conservation Area was designated, and that the Design and Conservation officer at the time for MKC in 1998/9 is quoted in the officers report 98/01257/MK as “ ...(he) supports refusal of the proposal, which he considers to be a gross overdevelopment of the site”.  This officer would presumably have objected even more strongly to the current application.

The applicant seeks justification for the scale of the proposed development by quoting  from Local Plan Policy D2 i) the phrase which allows a difference in scale with surrounding buildings where this is necessary to reflect the development’s function. We do not believe the function and proposed change of use are in any way necessary or beneficial to the local community. We attach in Appendix (xi) a list of accommodation (also indicated on Map Appendix (vi))in Woburn Sands specifically for the older age group who this Council believes is already well served here and indeed skews the population considerably towards the older age groups. In addition, within 5 miles of Woburn Sands there are several Nursing Care Homes, in Kents Hill and in Bletchley, so even Nursing care is easily accessible for the local community. We also stress the comments reported previously to Development Control from Social Services regarding lack of need and staffing for such facilities and to the letter of objection from Asplands, the local Medical Centre.

CONCLUSION

This report has questioned some elements of the supporting evidence presented by the applicant. Some of this evidence is not, in the view of this Council, relevant in planning terms. We highlight two examples: Strategic Leisure, page 5 point vi states that the Bowls, Tennis and Social clubs will be given 6 months notice to quit if permission is not granted and point vi on page 7 states it is unclear about Woburn Sands Town Council position financially to replace the facilities or provide revenue funding for their ongoing operation.  Woburn Town Council regards the first point as a threat tantamount to blackmail to members of the clubs and in response to the second has never been invited by the developer to discuss any proposal for the Town Council to consider; we have merely been informed of the applicant’s proposals. 

Appendix (xii) gives some history of the recreational facilities which have been at the heart of this community for over 100 years. This Council views the recreational facilities on the site of the application as an integral part of the town centre. All policies of MKC and MK Partnership claim to preserve and enhance the individual character and identity of the older settlements in Milton Keynes of which Woburn Sands is the smallest town. In essence this is why this land must remain in its current usage.

This Town Council would have preferred a public hearing for this appeal as we are confident the strength of public outrage at this application would have then been evident. We would welcome the opportunity for our Chairman to be present when the Inspector visits our community.

