WS           Woburn Sands and District Society

 DS

ThePlanningInspectorate,                                                                                            3/15 Eagle Wing,

Temple Quay House,

Temple Quay,

Bristol.

BS1 6PN

16 November 2008

Dear Sir

Re APP/Y0435/A/08/2087214/NWF                                                                            Appeal against refusal of application of the: Conversion and Extension of Hotel to 50 Bed Nursing Home and 36 Close Care Apartments, New Social/Tennis Clubhouse and 53 Parking Places, at Russell Street, Woburn Sands (Involving the Relocation of Bowls Club to Land at Common Farm, Aspley Guise)

The Woburn Sands and District Society is a local conservation and amenity society. It has some 500 members who live in Woburn Sands and the surrounding villages. The Society was founded in 1965 and is a registered charity.

The Society wrote to Milton Keynes Council, requesting that the application that is under appeal be refused (letter dated 21st January 2008). We assume that letter has been forwarded to you. The Society stands by what it wrote then. This letter repeats the Society’s basic objections and, to some extent, expands upon them. 

1
The Society opposes any move of the Woburn Sands Bowling Club from Milton Keynes to Common Farm, Aspley Guise in Bedfordshire. We consider the Aspley Guise site to be remote and isolated and that, as a result, it would be less accessible and less attractive to bowlers than is the current site in the very heart of Woburn Sands. 

We also consider the Aspley Guise site to be less secure and so more open to the possibility of vandalism than is the current site. Any attempt to make the Aspley Guise site, including any new clubhouse on it, more secure, e.g. by enclosing it with a high strong fence, is likely to make it look less attractive and less appropriate to its rural surroundings.

Indeed, at the first discussion of this application at Development Control Committee of Milton Keynes Council on March 6th 2008, the President of the Bowls Club publicly stated to the Committee that, all things being equal, his members would prefer to stay at their present location. (The phrase in italics refers to the fact that the current lease of the site of the Bowling Club from the applicant is due to expire soon. To the best of our knowledge, there has been no indication, far less any commitment, that the lease will be renewed.)

The Society believes therefore that any move of the Club would be contrary to Policy L2 in the Milton Keynes Local Plan, 2001-2011. Part of this Policy states ‘Planning permission will be refused for proposals involving the loss of open space used for leisure and recreation unless alternative provision of at least equivalent size, quality, suitability and convenience is made.’ Essentially the same conditions are contained in the advice in PPG17, in particular in Paragraphs 13 and 23 there.

However, the latter Paragraph also states that ‘Where local facilities will attract people from a wider catchment, ………….., permission should not be granted unless they are located where they will be well served by public transport.’ The Woburn Sands site has a regular (Milton Keynes) bus service, seven days a week, but the service to Aspley Guise is limited and generally inferior and, since it is in Bedfordshire, is outwith the control and even the influence of Milton Keynes Council.

The Society has seen a copy of a draft contract for the lease of the land at Common Farm, Aspley Guise to the applicant for use by the Bowls Club. We believe that this document has been submitted by the applicant in support of this appeal. However, our reading of the contract is that the Bowls Club would be guaranteed access to the land at Common Farm only until 2021, i.e. some 13 years from now. (This differs markedly from the 99 years mentioned in Paragraph 3.6 of the Planning, Design and Access Statement produced by the applicant, and which we believe has been submitted in support of this appeal.) Thus it would appear that any possible relocation of the Bowls Club could well be followed by the demise of the Club within only a decade or so. Of course, the final version of the contract could well differ from the draft version, so it is not all clear just how long the Bowls Club might be allowed to be at Common Farm. This uncertainty is surely also relevant to Policy L2.

Incidentally, when the application under appeal was discussed by the Development Control Committee of Milton Keynes on 6th and 27th March 2008, the applicant’s agent referred to the Planning Inspector’s report on the appeal against the decision by mid-Bedfordshire to refuse an application to locate a bowling green at Common Farm, Aspley Guise (APP/J0215/A/06/2020941), which was released in May 2007. The agent interpreted the Inspector’s report as support for the application under this appeal. In contrast, the Society believes that the Inspector’s report is essentially irrelevant to this application. The Inspector’s report addresses the planning rights and wrongs of a development of a bowling green on Aspley Guise Common; it does not compare the Aspley Guise site with the site in Woburn Sands, far less consider any possible move from Woburn Sands to Aspley Guise. Indeed Paragraph 9 of the Inspector’s report states: ‘While I appreciate that some objectors are concerned about possible proposals for the existing club site, that is not a matter for me in this appeal.’ 

2.
Following on from this, the Society believes that even if the Bowling Club were to move, it does not follow that Woburn Sands would have no need for recreational, leisure or community facilities on the Woburn Sands site and that a change of use of the site would be appropriate, far less necessary. The application did not give any indication that the possibility of alternative recreational, leisure or community uses for the site had been explored or even considered.                             In fact, the Society believes that Woburn Sands is short of such facilities and that, as the population of Woburn Sands is due to increase by some 50% with the current  housing development near the northern end of the town (and hence far from Aspley Guise), the need for them can only increase. More specifically, it has been suggested that an additional tennis court would be welcomed. A multi-purpose playing surface and a children’s play area could also be popular and of benefit to the community. Perhaps all the facilities that were promised for the Social Club when the application for the building of Greens Hotel (98/01257/MK) was granted, e.g. the small swimming pool and a medium-sized snooker room, could now be provided, belatedly. Alternatively, more car parking space would certainly be useful because the public car park nearby can be full during the week.

The Society believes therefore that any change of use would be contrary to Policy L2 in the Milton Keynes Local Plan, 2001-2011. Part of this Policy states that ‘Proposals involving the loss of a leisure and recreation facility will be assessed according to (i) Whether there is a continuing need for the facility, ………….. and (iii) The potential for accommodating an alternative leisure and recreation facility on the site.’ Any change of use would also be contrary to the advice in PPG17, in particular to the advice in Paragraphs 10 and 11 there.                                              The first of these two Paragraphs states that ‘Developers will need to consult the local community and demonstrate that proposals are widely supported by them.’ No such consultation has been carried out by the applicant within Woburn Sands, far less within the surrounding catchment area for the facilities of Woburn Sands. On the other hand, the applications for various commercial developments on this site by the applicant have consistently produced a hostile response from Woburn Sands Town Council, from the surrounding Parish Councils and from local residents. Evidence for this is the number of letters received by Milton Keynes Council concerning the application under appeal. (It is also believed that a current application for an almost identical development by the same applicant, 08/01649/FUL, has produced the same reaction.)

The Society also believes that the proposed development would have a detrimental impact on the vitality and possibly even the viability of the tennis club on the site. The courts would be surrounded on one side by a steep bank and on the other three sides by buildings, which would make the courts less attractive to the players. The use of the courts might even have to be limited because the noise and the lighting could well disturb the residents of the proposed nursing home. (Currently the floodlighting is permitted until 10.00 p.m. during the summer.) However, the Society has previously stated that access to leisure and recreational facilities needs to be expanded in Woburn Sands.

3.
The Society has many concerns over the design, scale and massing of the building that is proposed in the application. 

(i) The site is adjacent to part of the Conservation Area of Woburn Sands, but the proposed development is not sympathetic to this in any way.  The Society believes that this is contrary to Policy HE6 in the Milton Keynes Local Plan, 2001-2011.                                                                                                               

(ii) The site of the proposed development is currently open space, enjoyed and appreciated by all the residents of Woburn Sands and by visitors to there. There are public rights of way near it. The proposed development will result in the loss of the open space.

(iii) The proposed development is not a mere modest extension to the current Green’s Hotel; rather it would result in something like a trebling in size of that building. Previous applications for this site (05/00553/FUL and 04/00930/OUT) were criticised by Development Control Officers because of their height and general size, and the applications were withdrawn before they reached Development Control Committee. The Conservation Area for Woburn Sands did not exist then. The development proposed in this application is even larger and there is now a Conservation Area, so this application is surely even more open to criticism. 

The Society believes that the proposed development is contrary to Policies D2 and D2A in the Milton Keynes Local Plan, 2001-2011.                          

4.
The Society is concerned by the impact of the proposed development on the car parking on the adjacent public car park and on the neighbouring streets in Woburn Sands.

We believe that the parking proposed for the development is insufficient to cope with the needs of: (i) the residents of the building; (ii) the staff to be employed there, who are unlikely to live in Woburn Sands and are likely to wish to drive there to work; and (iii) the visitors to it, both in the number of parking bays provided and in their style or size. 

For example, considering the nature of the residents, the Society finds it astonishing that no special provision has been made for disabled or infirm drivers or passengers, both residents and visitors. Indeed, surely the residents of a nursing home or of close care apartments who do not have their own transport, are very likely to have visitors who are disabled or infirm. Also, such residents are particularly likely to appreciate the opportunity of being taken out by car. The car parking arrangements would appear to make this very difficult. The Society is not very familiar with disability legislation and guidance but it would be surprised if the proposed car parking provision was considered appropriate.

The limited number of parking places proposed for the development would surely lead to parking in the adjacent public car park by staff and by visitors and perhaps also by the more able-bodied residents. As mentioned earlier, that car park is already often full, so any increased pressure on it would unavoidably result in overspill elsewhere within Woburn Sands. However, there is only one other official car parking area within Woburn Sands, at the top of Chapel Street, and it is small and often full. Moreover, Vicarage Street, from which there is access to the site, is already lined on one side by residents’ cars, and parking is not allowed on the other. There is certainly no extra car parking space there. The Town Council is already concerned that the limited car parking space in Woburn Sands may be discouraging visitors to Woburn Sands and so affecting the viability of the High Street. The proposed development could only have a detrimental effect on the situation.

The Society is convinced that this appeal should be rejected.

Yours faithfully

pp. W.R.Cuttell

Chairman

