WS           Woburn Sands and District Society

 DS

The Planning Inspectorate,                                                                                            

3/15 Eagle Wing,

Temple Quay House,

Temple Quay,

Bristol.

BS1 6PN

13th May 2010

Dear Sirs

Your reference: APP/Y0435/A/10/2125537

Re Appeal against refusal for: Mixed Use Development Including the Erection of 305 Dwellings, 1.293 HA of Employment Land, Erection of D1 Use Building, Public Open Space, Multi-Use Games Area, Vehicular Access, Pedestrian Linkages, Associated Parking and Landscaping.

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 for the development concerned be refused (letter dated 17th October 2009, which also addressed another closely-related application). The Society stands by what it wrote then. This letter repeats the Society’s basic objections and, to some extent, expands upon them. 

The Society is very concerned that the proposed development is very much contrary to what was agreed for the site in the Local Plan for Milton Keynes for 2001-2011, in the Nampak Site Development Brief (SPG 2004) and hence what was agreed with the developers, Taylor Wimpey, before the earlier phases of this development were begun. Therefore we support Milton Keynes Council in its refusal of this application.  

We wish to make the following points in support of this view.

1.  The Local Plan for Milton Keynes, 2001-2011, was agreed after prolonged and democratic discussions. It contains details of the development that was approved for the Plysu/Nampak site, and indeed led to the Development Brief for it, which was signed up to by Taylor Wimpey. It is not for Taylor Wimpey now to disregard this brief just because economic circumstances have changed, arguably only temporarily, and/or because they feel that another brief would be more financially rewarding for them. In particular, it is not for Taylor Wimpey to try and change dramatically the number and density of dwellings agreed for the site. Nor is it for Taylor Wimpey to cut drastically the area of land that is to be allocated to employment and instead to increase the area to be allocated to housing. 

Two themes in the Local Plan are Community (including maintaining the character of the older, established communities in Milton Keynes) and Sustainability. However, the developments proposed in the application under appeal do not support these themes and indeed operate very much against them. 

2.  The Local Plan allows for a total of 270 dwellings to be built on the whole Nampak site plus a number on the Mayer Parry site or perhaps an equivalent area (1.07 ha.) on the Nampak site. Phases 1 and 2 of the development will contain 280 dwellings, and Taylor Wimpey have stated that they should be complete by the end of 2010. This means that there is permission for only a limited number of dwellings thereafter. However, Taylor Wimpey are now proposing that another 305 be built instead, making a total of some 585 dwellings. This would be a gross overdevelopment of the site. 

The total number of dwellings in the Local Plan was not casually pulled out of thin air but was considered to be the maximum that could be accommodated comfortably by the site and assimilated into Woburn Sands, hopefully without seriously damaging the character of the town. (Many residents of Woburn Sands suggested that a significantly lower figure was more appropriate.)

3. Before the Nampak development was begun, there were only some 900 dwellings in Woburn Sands. The 585 dwellings that would result from the application under appeal would swamp Woburn Sands and would put an intolerable strain on the local infrastructure and facilities. 

(i)  For example, the one medical practice that exists would be affected profoundly, particularly as it has no room to expand further on its current site. The application does not recognise this problem, far less present any information on how it would be addressed.

(ii) School facilities would also be affected. The nearest first and middle schools (Swallowfield and Fulbrook, respectively) are supplied by Bedfordshire, not by Milton Keynes, and the upper school facilities for most children are also supplied by Bedfordshire, e.g. in Leighton Buzzard. The application does not recognise this problem, far less present any information on how it would be addressed. Is there an expectation that Bedfordshire can provide educational facilities for an unexpected and unplanned increase in the number of schoolchildren? (Indeed can it provide them for the number that was expected under the Local Plan, most of which was written nearly a decade ago?)  If Bedfordshire decides that it cannot provide these facilities, they would have to be provided by Milton Keynes, but there is no information on how this would be achieved.

4. The traffic on the roads in and around Woburn Sands is steadily increasing ‘naturally’ as Milton Keynes grows and as road traffic generally grows. The Nampak development has already unavoidably led to an increase in the traffic on Station Road. This road runs right through the heart of Woburn Sands and past the eastern side of the Nampak site, and it is the sole exit and entrance route for the site. Any further increase in the number of dwellings on the site can lead only to a comparable increase in the traffic on to and off the site, from and onto Station Road.

Already Station Road is very busy with through-traffic, and particularly so at the morning and evening rush hours. 

(i)  To add to this, the local first and middle schools (Swallowfield and Fulbrook, respectively) are both situated close to Station Road and near to the Nampak site, which leads to a concentration of cars and pedestrians around these schools at the start and end of each school day. 

(ii) In addition, the traffic grinds to a complete halt and forms long queues on both sides of the Bedford to Bletchley railway, near to the Nampak site, when the level crossing gates at Woburn Sands Station are closed. The rail service is planned to increase substantially in the future, and in particular when the East-West Rail development for both freight and passenger traffic takes place. This will mean that the level crossing gates will have to be closed more often. Further development of the Nampak site, far less any over-development of it, can lead only to more traffic on the roads and hence to greater congestion and chaos. This will be detrimental to Woburn Sands. However, more generally, it will also be detrimental to the flow of traffic within the south-east corner of Milton Keynes.

5. The density of dwellings approved for the whole site in the Local Plan was 40 dwellings per hectare (dph) net. This was exceeded in the plans for Phases 1 and 2, due to the block of flats there, to give a density of around 46 dph net, but the understanding was that this would be counterbalanced by the density of dwellings to be built in the later phases. The density in Phases 1 and 2 should not be considered to be a precedent for even higher densities elsewhere. If the application under appeal were to be granted, there would be a density of around 54 dph, which is grossly excessive for the site and indeed for the general area. The density in the later phases should be considerably less than 40 dph to give an overall density for the whole site that will be in accord with the Local Plan. It should be noted that the emerging Core Strategy for Milton Keynes states that the overall density for Woburn Sands should be only 35 dph. 

6. The mix of house types originally envisaged for this site recognised that Woburn Sands was an established community, with a need for homes for young families. It also recognised that there was a need for affordable housing for families that had a local connection. Both the Local Plan and the Development Brief give a figure of 30% affordable housing, and it was suggested by officers of Milton Keynes Council that some 30% of these should be allocated to local families. 

However, rather than proposing principally houses that would be suitable for families, the application under appeal is proposing many small, one- or two- bedroomed flats that are suitable really only for single persons, presumably single persons who will work and spend most of their work and leisure time elsewhere in Milton Keynes. This is not appropriate to the character of Woburn Sands. Moreover, it will encourage commuting by car within Milton Keynes, which is against Milton Keynes Council’s general support for the principle of sustainability and indeed community.

In fact, it is not clear exactly how many flats Taylor Wimpey are proposing should be built on the site. Of the 280 dwellings in Phases 1 and 2, 114 are flats. The current application for Phase 3 proposes 114 dwellings, of which 51 are flats. The details of the 123 dwellings in Phase 4 are not given, but flats are to be included there. Phase 5 is proposed to consist of 68 dwellings, all of them flats. Thus it would appear that 233 of the 462 dwellings in Phases 1, 2, 3 and 5, i.e. just over 50% of the dwellings, are proposed to be flats. This is totally out of character with the rest of Woburn Sands.

7. The Local Plan agreed that 6.8 hectare of the site would be employment land. This could employ persons who were living locally, so avoiding the need for them to commute elsewhere to work within Milton Keynes or outside it. This situation would resemble the one when Plysu/Nampak occupied the site and many local people worked there, often travelling to work by foot or bicycle. It would also be in accord with Milton Keynes Council’s support for community and for sustainability.

Taylor Wimpey are now proposing that the employment land be slashed to a mere 1.2 hectare. They state that their investigations have shown that there is little or no market for such employment land, hence their proposal to divert it to more housing. However, their investigations were undertaken in early 2009, at probably the very worst point of the economic recession, so they are not relevant to the current situation, far less to the future. In fact, the marketing report mentions several enquiries concerning using the land for employment; for example, item 3.5 in the report mentions ‘a commercial developer seeking land for a Primary Healthcare facility’.

8. Adjacent to the Nampak site is the Woburn Sands Station House. This is a Grade 2 listed building, so it is required that any development near to it is appropriate and ideally enhances it and also its environment. The application under appeal does not recognise this issue, far less present any information on how it would be addressed.

The Woburn Sands Conservation Area Review, which was approved by Milton Keynes Council and was published in March 2010, contains a photograph of  the buildings on the Nampak site that are nearest to the Station House and (in paragraph 1.8) describes them as ‘ large apartment type development of indifferent quality’. We regret that we can only concur with that description.

In conclusion, Taylor Wimpey agreed to develop the site according to the conditions laid down in the Local Plan and the Development Brief. These conditions included the areas of land that were to be used for housing and for employment, and also the density at which the houses were to be built. It is not for Taylor Wimpey now to disregard this agreement, at the expense of Woburn Sands and of Milton Keynes. 

We urge that the Planning Inspectorate support Milton Keynes Council’s refusal of this application.

The Society would be pleased if the Planning Inspectorate could send a copy of their decision to the address that is given at the top of this letter.

Yours sincerely,
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Alastair Ewing

Woburn Sands and District Society

