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BRACKNELL FOREST COUNCIL'S SITE ALLOCATIONS DPD PREFERRED OPTION

Terms of Reference

The Northern Arc Action Group (NAAG) objects most strongly to all the proposals for Binfield and Warfield contained in Bracknell Forest Council's Site Allocations DPD Preferred Option. The NAAG was established in response to widespread concern among residents of Binfield and Warfield arising from the proposals put forward in the council's earlier consultation in 2010. This year we have distributed a total of over 13,000 leaflets to homes in Binfield and Warfield to make people aware of the proposals and their potential impact.

NAAG is not a NIMBY group set on blocking all new housing developments in the northern parishes, but an apolitical group of concerned and dedicated residents who believe in responsible, sustainable development, on brown field sites not green fields, and provided in response to up-to-date demand statistics.

Introduction

We have received calls from many residents thanking us for informing them about plans of which they had previously been unaware, despite the council's claims to have properly publicised them. We are committed to seeing the right type of houses built in the right place at the right time and supported by the right infrastructure, and we firmly believe that new housing should be spread evenly across the borough in order to disperse the adverse impacts of development and to protect the borough's individual communities. 

We object to the council's SADPD Preferred Option on the grounds that the consultation process is flawed, the data on which it is based is flawed, and that the proposals themselves are flawed, inappropriate and unsustainable. A number of them also contradict the council's own adopted strategies and policies, as detailed below.

Executive Summary

We believe the process is flawed for the following reasons:

1. Disenfranchisement of the elderly, the poor, those without internet access at home or who wish to participate from work.

By promoting the consultation primarily online, the council effectively disenfranchised those without a home computer. The document was too long and complex to be responded to while at work on an office computer. The onus was put upon elderly people and others unable to use a computer to  acquire the short paper response document, but even this required them to read more than 600 pages of consultation document lodged at the council offices in order to supply the correct reference section numbers in their responses. How absurd! 

At best the consultation document is poorly designed for ease of response by a non-planner, and at worst cynically designed to elicit minimum response, thus apparently making consultation a legal token gesture rather than a genuine attempt.

2. None delivery of Town and Country

Clearly there were significant failures in the council's delivery of its 'Town & Country' newspaper. This paper was due to have been delivered to borough households in November, and informing residents of the current consultation phase. 

2.1 Warfield:

Very few Warfield parish councillors had copies delivered to their homes, and on this basis it is reasonable to conclude that the majority of Warfield residents – and probably other areas of the borough also – were unaware of the consultation until they received the NAAG leaflet. 

2.2 Binfield

'Town & Country' was delivered to some Binfield residents only after the public meetings had occurred. The council may well have put a notice in the local newspapers about the consultation but very few people read the public notices, and only a small proportion of residents read local newspapers anyway. Thus the council failed in its duty to make the majority of local residents aware of the consultation.

3. Status of Consultations

Furthermore, there is considerable and ongoing confusion among the public, which the council has done nothing to clarify, over the status of the Warfield consultation compared to other local consultations. 

· It appears from the SADPD Preferred Option that this is intended to replace sections of the adopted Core Strategy when adopted itself. 

· As the Warfield development area is included within it, it would have been appropriate for Warfield residents to be engaged and given the opportunity to respond. 

· The council rejected Warfield Parish Council's invitation to hold the same type of open exhibition sessions in Warfield as took place in Binfield and Crowthorne, despite Warfield being a much larger proposed development than any of the others. 

4. Planning enforcement

Defra data confirms that if the Warfield consortium fails to bring forward enough land for development, their proposal will fail to meet the sustainability criteria. This encourages saturation development across community green space land including Warfield, Binfield and Crowthorne.

Hiistorically planning obligations at Jennett's Park have not been realised in a timely 

manner as developers have delivered housing according to market demand, not the Boroughs agreed 

housing delivery schedule, both parties have stopped short of the point where delivery of 

infrastructure would be triggered by obligations. Our conclusion remains that any future development of Greenfield/space sites must deliver the infrastructure commitments (such as secondary and primary schools) before construction of housing can commence.

Source:

http://www.bracknell-forest.gov.uk/0028-warfield-parish-council.pdf
5. The Planning Inspector

The Planning Inspector who led the public examination of Bracknell Forest C'ouncils Core Strategy does not think Binfield is distinct from Bracknell (see sections 120 and 121) but does think it is important retain Blue Mountain as GAP between Binfield and Warfield.

Our conclusion remains that  Bracknell Forest Borough Council are ignoring their own core strategy and the findings of the Planning Inspector. 

Source: 

http://www.gndp.org.uk/content/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2010/11/RF-13-Report-to-Bracknell-Forest-Borough-Council-by-Inspect
Response Details

1. The Housing Data is Flawed

(These comments apply to Section 2.1)

We challenge the housing target of 10,780 new homes the council claims will be needed between 2006 and 2026. The figures used for housing projections were calculated based on data and trends running up to 2006 during preparation of the Core Strategy and include data going back as far as the 1990s. They are outdated and fail to take account of the fall in demand due to the banking collapse of 2008, the consequent recession and austerity measures, the loss of jobs in Bracknell Forest and the Thames Valley generally, the closure of commercial premises in Bracknell and increasing globalisation of the IT industry. Nor do they take account of the new government's plans to cut inward migration and spread new economic development across the UK instead of continuing to focus it on the south east. The projections are unrealistic and need urgent downward revision to reflect the severe impact of these events on local housing demand and the slowdown of building on approved sites.

The council quotes the most recent CLG household projections of 2009 as the basis for their data. However, the CLG document itself “Household Projections to 2031, England” states that the figures are based on 2006 population projections and are demographic trend based, not forecasts. “They do not attempt to predict the impact that future government policies, changing economic circumstances or other factors might have on demographic behaviour”, states the document. With the next 10-yearly population Census coming up on 27 March this year, this is a golden opportunity for the council to incorporate latest information into its plans. So why not call a halt to such a major planning decision as the SADPD Preferred Option until information has been received from the Census, instead of hustling it through as fast as possible? The council has a duty to update its housing projections before it goes ahead with destroying our villages and countryside.

2. The Proposals are Flawed

We object to building on green field sites and to overdevelopment in the parish of Binfield

(These comments apply equally to Sections: 2.4.1, 2.4.10 & Policy SA6, 2.4.13 & Policy SA7)

Building on the proposed scale in the two main Binfield sites (Policy SA6 Amen Corner North and Policy SA7 land at Blue Mountain) and two other minor sites (land east of Murrell Hill Lane and south of Foxley Lane; and land at the junction of Forest Road and Foxley Lane) is entirely inappropriate in this part of Bracknell Forest. These are all green field sites and should not be developed. The rural setting of Binfield would be lost.

The proposals also conflict with the council's own Character Area Assessment, which recognises Binfield's individual traditional rural character and asserts the council's determination to protect its uniqueness in the following terms:

· Small scale infill development should respect existing building lines and boundary treatments

· The open landscape either side of Binfield, together with the open character of Popeswood North, should be retained to maintain a rural setting and the distinctive character of Binfield

· Development and landscape on extant rural plots should maintain strong links with the rural setting

· Existing key views should be retained

· Retain the traditional character of Foxley Lane

These proposed development sites cannot be considered in isolation from the 725 houses to be built at Amen Corner South, a development already approved in the Core Strategy. The combined amount of new housing proposed for Binfield represents severe and unsustainable overdevelopment of a rural village whose infrastructure would be swamped and quality of life changed forever.

The council's solution of providing some infrastructure for these developments with an “education village”  at Blue Mountain is totally unacceptable as it would add to the built environment of a key green field site.

We object to the removal of strategic and local gaps and to the promotion of urban sprawl

(These comments apply equally to Sections: 2.4.1, 2.4.10 & Policy SA6, 2.4.13 & Policy SA7)

The council's own strategy recognises the need for both strategic and local gaps to separate settlements but the developments proposed contradict that strategy and would significantly damage the gaps. CS9 states: “The council will protect land outside settlements for its own sake, particularly from development that would adversely affect the character, appearance or function of the land; and (i) protect the defined gaps within or adjoining the borough from development that would harm the physical and visual separation of settlements either within or adjoining the borough....” This is supported by Local Plan policy EN8.

Blue Mountain golf course forms a valuable local gap of high scenic quality separating Binfield from Bracknell. The level of development proposed both on the course itself and in the surrounding area of Blue Mountain would leave no clearly visible gap between the settlements and there would be no perception at all of a rural environment.

CS9 recognises the importance of the strategic gap separating Bracknell and Wokingham and the local gap separating Binfield and Wokingham. But the Preferred Option proposes building 400 homes right up to the Wokingham boundary. If gaps are to perform their proper function it is essential that the gap should be clearly visible, otherwise the policy fails to prevent the perception of endless urban sprawl. Bracknell and Wokingham are large communities and unless meaningful safeguards are taken to protect the strategic gap between them there will be a coalescence of settlements, an inevitable urban sprawl outcome which the policy is expressly designed to prevent. The proposed changes to the settlement boundary in this area would have a significant impact on the western entry to the borough, which is at present a rural gateway whose character would be damaged – not enhanced as claimed by the council - by housing development on the proposed scale.

We object to the council ignoring its own established planning policy that the countryside will be protected for its own sake

(These comments apply equally to Section 2.4.1, 2.4.10 & Policy SA6)

The developments proposed for east and west Binfield (the latter now confusingly re-named Amen Corner North by the council in a change from its first consultation document) are on 'land outside defined settlement' which is therefore known as 'countryside' and Blue Mountain is a site described as 'open space of public value'. Policy EN8 of the Bracknell Forest Borough Local Plan states: “The countryside will be protected for its own sake. Outside the defined settlement boundaries, development will be permitted only where it would not adversely affect the character, appearance or function of the land.”

Policy CS9 of the CSDPD repeats this, stating that the council “will protect land outside settlements for its own sake, particularly from development that would adversely affect the character, appearance or function of the land.”

The Preferred Options for east and west Binfield and also for Warfield clearly breach these established policies.

We object to so much of the proposed new housing development being concentrated in the northern arc of the borough

(These comments apply equally to: Sections 2.1.4, 2.4.1, 2.4.12 & Policy SA6, 2.4.13 & Policy SA7)

A huge toll has already been taken on the originally green fields of Warfield which have been decimated by intensive house building in recent years.  Now a substantial amount of the remaining green field sites are proposed to be lost forever under another 2,200 homes, the largest concentration proposed in the Preferred Option. This is totally unacceptable when brownfield sites are still available.

The Illustrative Concept Plan for Warfield in the SADPDPO document does not coincide with the area detailed in the Core Strategy consultation. Land west of West End Lane is protected under policy EN10 (ii) (a) as a defined area of local landscape importance that serves additionally as a natural gap between the settlements of Warfield and Binfield. Similarly, land between West End Lane to the west and Avery Lane and The Splash to the east, as well as Garth Meadows to the south, is protected as open landscape under policy EN14 as a river corridor. The Illustrative Concept Plan shows eight low density housing areas and a primary school within this area. This protected land must be retained and enhanced to the maximum extent possible, and development in this area must have the minimum impact. Existing bridleways and byways at Quelm Lane, Avery Lane and Hedge Lane, which are ignored on the Concept Plan, must be retained as green corridors through any new development. Given these environmental constraints, the proposed figure of 2,200 houses for Warfield is unrealistically and unacceptably high.

In adjoining Binfield approximately 900 more homes are proposed in addition to the 725 already approved at Amen Corner South, and the 1,500 being built at nearby Jennetts Park. Nor can these plans be considered in isolation, with another 2,500 houses planned in Wokingham at Buckhurst Farm close to our western boundary

The impact on this small northern section of the borough would be enormous, resulting in its infrastructure  being overstretched to breaking point. The council's proposals to mitigate the adverse impacts are paltry. New housing should be spread fairly and evenly throughout the borough to disperse the impact of development, especially with regard to infrastructure, traffic and loss of countryside and recreational facilities. Such a concentration of housing in the northern arc is simply not sustainable. Consideration should also be given to land being offered for development in the south of the borough.

We object to losing the sport, recreational and event facilities of Blue Mountain Golf and Conference Centre

(These comments apply equally to Section 2.4.13 & Policy SA7 and to Sections 4.45, 4.47 and 4.49 of the Sustainability Appraisal consultation )

This is an important amenity not only for Binfield but also for Bracknell. It is heavily used by local golfers and other residents, societies and companies. In addition to the golf course, Blue Mountain offers a large driving range, together with conference and banqueting facilities, restaurant and bar.

It is a major existing asset for Binfield and Bracknell and should not be squandered when other more appropriate sites are available for development. Its present usage is entirely appropriate to its additional function of representing a local gap between the settlements of Binfield and Bracknell.

It would make absolutely no sense to remove an existing successssful sports amenity from this site and replace it with another (Bracknell Town Football Club) which would be in completely the wrong place for what it purports to be. Nor would there be any demand for it since football is already well provided for with two clubs already existing in Binfield.

UK Planning Policy Guidance 17: “Planning for open space, sport and recreation” states:

“Open spaces, sport and recreation all underpin people's quality of life. Well designed and implemented planning policies for open space, sport and recreation are therefore fundamental to delivering broader Government objectives.

“Existing open space, sports and recreational buildings and land should not be built on unless an assessment has been undertaken which has clearly shown the open space or the buildings and land to be surplus to requirements. For open space, 'surplus to requirements' should include consideration of all the functions that open space can perform. Not all open space, sport and recreational land and buildings are of equal merit and some may be available for alternative uses. In the absence of a robust and up-to-date assessment by a local authority, an applicant for planning permission may seek to demonstrate through an independent assessment that the land or buildings are surplus to requirements. Developers will need to consult the local community and demonstrate that their proposals are widely supported by them.”

Clearly the proposals for Blue Mountain do not meet PPG requirements. Binfield residents have not been consulted on the proposals for Blue Mountain Golf Course by the developer. Far from supporting the proposals, many local residents are known to us to be vehemently opposed to them. Nor can the land and buildings be considered surplus to requirements.

We object to relocating Bracknell Town FC to Binfield

(These comments apply to Section 2.4.13 and Policy SA7; and to Section 4.47 of the Draft Sustainability Appraisal)

This proposal makes no sense in football amenity terms and at Blue Mountain would be in a location entirely inappropriate for its use. Binfield already has two football clubs: Binfield Football Club, a popular and successful village club since 1892, and FC Bracknell, which is based at Farley Wood, both of which provide excellent service to the local community. The first team of Binfield FC is in the same league as Bracknell Town FC and has almost twice as many youth teams. FC Bracknell also has many more youth teams.  Another football club is not needed in Binfield and would represent an over-intensification of one sport within the village. Bracknell FC should be located in central Bracknell where it can be easily accessed by its local players and supporters alike.

To locate a new stadium for Bracknell FC at Blue Mountain would bring no benefit to the village but would bring an unacceptable amount of additional frequent traffic, noise and floodlights which would be a noticeable disturbance to residents of a largely quiet rural area. It is understood that Bracknell Town FC's ground-sharing agreement with Wokingham Town FC would continue, resulting in a home fixture every weekend during the football season, with its attendant disturbance for neighbours. It would be wholly inappropriate to bring such regular match-day traffic and disturbance into a quiet rural and residential area. 

More of the existing countryside would need to be used for car parking, and there would still be a threat of parking spilling over into Temple Way on match days, causing a serious problem on a main through road. Furthermore, the football club would require floodlights on a ground which would probably be used every evening in the football season, causing serious light pollution over what is at present a view over open country. The current driving range has very low level lighting and even this can be obtrusive at times. The proposals are out of all keeping with a rural location which is also of high scenic value. The golf course should be retained for its rural nature, leisure activities and to preserve the local gap. The views across it from all sides, but particularly Popeswood  Road and Forest Road, are highly valued both by residents and road users as they travel through Binfield.

We object to the impact which the proposals would have on the local infrastructure of the northern arc

(These comments are related to the Draft Sustainability Appraisal for the Site Allocations DPD Preferred Option and apply equally to Section 4 – Preferred Options (Stage B)

Traffic volume and congestion are already matters of concern in and through Binfield. London Road, with its access to the M4 and M3 for commuter traffic, is already extremely busy and often has long queues, while Forest Road is frequently used as an alternative route by local motorists attempting to avoid the London Road congestion while getting to and from work in Bracknell. The Forest Road route takes motorists through the village centre at a time when young children are walking to the nearby primary school. Two new large housing developments, which between them can be expected to generate nearly 2,000 more vehicles onto these roads, would bring the village to a dangerous gridlock in which the minor mitigation measures proposed by the council would be totally ineffective. The village simply cannot sustain additional traffic of this type of volume.

Binfield Primary School is a two-form entry school and is already full. Another primary school, together with a secondary school, is proposed at Blue Mountain, with access off Temple Way. But this would mean a long walk for primary school children from the core village, or the generation of even more traffic from there. The location would, of course, suit young children living in Temple Park – but only because the council signally failed to provide the primary school it originally promised at Temple Park. However, all of these young children would have to cross the busy northern distributor road, Temple Way, with its fast moving traffic. A primary school at Blue Mountain is not a satisfactory solution from anybody's point of view. For young pupils from the west of Binfield, the proposed new primary school at Amen Corner South would be a more suitable location.

The secondary school at Blue Mountain is proposed to serve pupils from Warfield and Binfield. However, the amount of new housing developments in Warfield in recent years mean that the greatest concentration of pupils would come from Warfield not Binfield, and would thus generate many more car journeys onto the road system. This could be minimised by locating the secondary school where it would be much more easily accessible on foot to a large majority of prospective pupils: as centrally as possible in Warfield. Public transport systems already exist around Warfield, but new services from both villages would be required for pupils to access a secondary school in the rural area of Blue Mountain. We believe new transport services have not been adequately assessed, that they are unlikely to be delivered on time, and would probably not be much used anyway, with the majority of pupils much more likely to be transported by car. In addition to the traffic problem, an “educational village” located in a basically rural area would result in considerable noise pollution for residents.   The plan to locate the secondary school at Blue Mountain would also appear to deliver the school in too late a time frame to support the proposed Warfield and Amen Corner proposals.

While Binfield doctors' surgery currently has some capacity for growth, it is not enough for the number of new homes proposed. Bracknell Forest Council has a poor history of delivering promised new services to date, and there is no reason to suppose this would change to provide an infrastructure adequate to sustain the massive housing developments proposed for the northern arc – especially in view of the recent deep cuts to local authority budgets.

 We object to the wrong houses being proposed for the wrong places

(These comments apply equally to Sections 2.4.1 and 2.4.10)

Bracknell Forest Council should be planning sustainable development to meet the actual needs of local people, building affordable housing and starter homes for single people, young couples and families, conveniently located for the town centre, buses and railway station, thus minimising car journeys. Instead, it is proposing to build executive houses on our golf course and countryside, distant from public transport, and in direct conflict with its own core strategy and planning policies. It should be following its own policies and redeveloping brownfield sites, starting with some of the empty commercial premises, office blocks and waste ground around the town centre.

Sustainability Appraisal for SADPD Preferred Option  - we object to the sustainability of the Blue Mountain proposal, to the lack of adequate mitigation against the loss of a popular amenity there, and to the proposed relocation of Bracknell Town FC there

(This comment applies to 4.45, 4.47 and 4.49 of the Draft Sustainability Appraisal)

It is clear from this second associated consultation on the Sustainability Appraisal that Bracknell Forest Council's planners have grossly manipulated their own original weighting figures applied to the East Binfield (Blue Mountain) sustainability score, changing it from a low -8 in the first consultation to a positive score of 20 in the second one. They have thus succeeded in changing Blue Mountain from being one of the least sustainable options originally proposed (26th out of 27) to becoming the 8th best sustainable option available. This is a totally unacceptable and misleading manipulation. 

Based on information provided by council officers at the Binfield exhibition, we were led to believe there would be little affordable housing at Blue Mountain and that the plan was for high value, low density executive homes. Therefore, this should have a negative score against SA Objective 1 since lack of affordable housing is a major issue in Bracknell.

Relocation of Bracknell Town FC is a major negative issue for the local community in Binfield, not a positive one. A football club in this area is totally inappropriate as it would require floodlights on a ground which would probably be used every evening in the footbll season, causing serious light pollution over what is currently a view across open country. The present driving range has very low level lighting and even this can be obtrusive at times. More of the countryside would need to be taken for car parking. To site a football club, complete with 3,500 capacity stadium, in this quiet rural area which scenically is extremely valuable, is wholly unacceptable to local residents, and to imply it could be considered as a village asset is a gross distortion of reality. Binfield already has two popular local football clubs, one in the same league as Bracknell Town FC and both with many  youth teams. For these reasons this policy should have received a negative score when assessed against SA Objective 7 – Community.

This policy fails to provide adequate mitigation against the loss of a popular 18-hole public pay and play golf course, or against the loss of another recreational amenity in the large golf driving range and centre of excellence. Neither is mitigation offered for the loss of associated conference and recreational facilities, including the restaurant, bar and banqueting facilities at Blue Mountain. Therefore the public open space provision proposed fails to adequately mitigate against the loss of 

the Blue Mountain Golf and Conference Centre. For these reasons this policy should have been given a negative score when assessed against SA  Objective 9 – Culture, Leisure & Recreation.

Address:  Northern Arc Action Group - Lexham House - Forest Rd – Binfield – Berkshire - RG42 4HP

T: 07795 800 772 - E: chairman@northernarcag.co.uk - W: northernarcag.co.uk
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