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6th July 2005

Dear David, 

CHERWELL URBAN CAPACITY STUDY – MARKET ASSESSMENT

Introduction

Further to my letter of 29th June and our meeting on the 1st July I promised to provide you with a more complete response which includes the remainder of our site assessments as well as picking up a few matters we discussed at the meeting. This letter does that to a degree. Unfortunately I am still awaiting site assessments from two of my colleagues and, as we discussed, I have asked them to forward these on to you direct once they are available. However, I have managed to find a volunteer to look at the Banbury Regeneration Area West (RAW) sites and this assessment is included in this response. 

In my previous letter, before going in to the site specific details I raised a number of general points which had become obvious from considering those sites specific responses. The greenfield sites issues is now resolved and your clarification is accepted as I indicated at the meeting. The issue about highways may well be a localised issue relating to specific sites or specific areas of settlements rather than being an across the board constraint. That said, where it is a constraint, it is a very real one indeed and this is reflected in the site assessments as well as the introductory remarks in respect of the Banbury RAW sites below. 

However, our concerns do remain about the issue of density and the loss of employment sites. I should clarify that the density issue is not a concern about the methodology or approach used to derive densities for individual sites. Rather it arises out of the assumptions underlying the density figures particularly in so far as the predominance of flats is likely to be required to achieve many of these higher densities.  

Demand For Flatted Accommodation

On this latter issue there is a very real concern amongst housebuilders at the moment that the turnaround from building predominantly large dwellings to predominantly small flats which has occurred in recent years is not a trend sustainable in the long term. 

It is not sustainable as it is not wholly consistent with the PPG3 objective of ensuring that everyone has the opportunity of a decent home. But it is also not sustainable as the general view in the industry is that there is unlikely to be the demand. Building predominantly small units of accommodation and flats is a very inflexible approach to housing provision and meeting housing needs as it only meets the needs of a small minority of individuals at a specific stage in their life cycle. All of the opinion polls and market research carried out, not just by housebuilders but by bodies such as CABE, SEERA and so on make it clear that what the vast majority of people want is a house, and a reasonable sized house and garden at that. There will always be a minority who prefer high density and urban living but this is usually just for a relatively short period in their lifecycle. There will always be a minority who are unable to meet their own housing needs and who are dependent on subsidised housing in some form. But even they tend to require larger units of accommodation to meet their family needs. Whilst there is a question to be asked about the extent to which planners should be catering for as opposed to trying to change peoples’ ‘wants’ those ‘wants’ are very real and will not be changed overnight.

It should also be borne in mind that the flats that have been built in recent years have satisfied a pent up demand. They have also satisfied an investment demand given the peculiar state of the housing market compared to other forms of investment. None of these factors exist any longer. The pent up demand has now been (or shortly will be) satisfied and the housing market has cooled significantly such that there are no longer the returns for the institutional investor. There is also still a large volume of flatted developments in the pipeline but yet to be built. Yet planning authorities are still requiring the provision of more and more small dwellings and flats when every indication is that the vast majority of the market demand is for housing. 

Forcing house builders to build smaller units of accommodation will be counter productive in the long run as, if the demand is not there for them, house builders will not build anything until common sense prevails. The key is that authorities adopt a sensible and flexible approach to this which reflects the nature of the market. The most important consideration should be to ensure the best planning solution is devised for any given site. Not that arbitrary quotas of dwelling size are met or not.

So we would be very concerned if the assumptions underlying the densities quoted for some of the sites in the study are predicated on the basis that flats or smaller units of accommodation will comprise the majority of any development proposals for those sites. The likelihood is that they will not be. So, in reviewing these sites it may well be the case that densities may have to be tempered somewhat and site yields reduced accordingly. 

Loss of Employment / Business Relocation

Returning to the former matter of employment sites, our concerns over this have been heightened as a result of having conducted the assessment of the RAW sites in Banbury. Clearly, given that the council is to be conducting an employment land study later in the year there is little point going in to a great deal of detail at this stage other than to raise general areas of concern. However, it is hoped that the assumptions underlying this urban capacity study will be revised later in the year in the light of the results of this employment study and that the assessment reported to committee shortly will be caveated with remarks along these lines.

Banbury Regeneration Area West – Introductory Remarks

By way of general comment, however, and as a general introduction to our assessment of the Banbury RAW sites there are some major issues yet to be addressed.

Having now visited the RAW sites we have found real difficulty assessing the longer term redevelopment potential of these areas.  They comprise established and redeveloped employment sites with several substantial users including, for example, Stagecoach, Jewsons, Travis Perkins etc as well as a multiplicity of smaller operators, storage, car repairs, some offices and so on.

The council appears to have made some heroic assumptions about the ease with which sites might become available with phrases such as “likely to be relocation …”, “…. hoped to be deliverable” etc.  There is no indication of where some of the sites might be found though, clearly, there is some scope within RAW itself which might be a realistic strategy in order to provide some, though quite limited, residential redevelopment potential.

A major constraint is access with severe congestion at several junctions on Upper Windsor Street.  Most severe would be with Bridge Street itself, Lower Cherwell Street and Canal Street.  There is, I understand, reference in the local plan to highway improvements.  A clear funding strategy and timescale is essential if redevelopment (for whatever purposes) is to be undertaken successfully.  Bridge Street would appear to be particularly problematic given the assumptions about land on the eastern side of the railway being redeveloped for substantial housing numbers.

There is reference to the opportunities for canal side regeneration and there is one example of this having been successfully undertaken.  There may be others but access to the canal frontage is severely restricted.

It is extremely difficult to accurately assess the council’s assumptions regarding residential numbers.  It is understood that these are being talked about at a substantial level though, frankly, HBF cannot foresee anything materialising in the relatively short timescale envisaged by the council.  There are numerous references to “before 2011”.  Given access constraints, the need for major highway improvements, business relocation, Compulsory Purchase (?) etc our underlying concern is that  whatever RAW potential there might be is decidedly long term say, 2011-2016 onwards and on a substantially reduced scale.

In view of this, HBF would suggest that a full reappraisal of RAW is undertaken at a time when the authority has fully assessed its employment land requirements and come to a clearer view about how industrial/commercial relocation can take place.  A similar assessment should be taken of the extent to which major highway improvements can be deliverable and over what timescale.

Discounting for Uncertainty & Other Matters

Finally before getting to the sites there were a couple of other introductory points I wanted to raise as a result of our discussion.

Firstly on the matter of the Roger Tym 10% discount HBF’s position on this is that, in general terms, it is best a matter taken into account by the operation of PMM. The exception to that is when there is what I term a ‘known uncertainty’. HBF has argued at a number of recent inquiries that there is such a degree of uncertainty about the proposed components of housing supply that there is still every justification for the application of a discount. This is particularly the case where that supply involves very large sites with little other contingency provision in case the large sites are delayed in any way. It is also the case where the authority concerned has under-performed in the past and there is an urgent need to increase completions quickly as well as a need to ensure than past under-performance is not perpetuated or repeated again in the future.  Both scenarios would be applicable to Cherwell. 

I know that GOSE’s position is to object to this approach as it is contrary to the PMM approach. However, what GOSE’s position fails to appreciate is that a PMM approach is capable of dealing with delaying the release of sites if they are not needed just as it is capable of facilitating the release of sites if they are needed. If there is ‘known uncertainty’ and if an authority has demonstrated a substantial degree of under-performance in the past then I would suggest that it is more in accordance with Government policy to apply a discount and then make additional provision as that guarantees future supply. If land is not identified then it cannot be released. 

The key point to remember is that we must be concerned with delivery. Not vague aspirations about likely future development rates but accurate and reliable forecasts of actual completions on the ground. If there is any doubt that future completion rates will be achieved from certain sources of supply then more proactive action must be taken to ensure that completions do come forward. I would therefore support the council in this case in continuing to apply the 10% discount for these reasons.

Secondly, turning to the matter of where this study and its results fit in to the LDF preparation process, HBF would hope that the council would show a commitment to all of this research work and actually seek to allocate the larger sites at least for development should it be the case that additional site allocations are necessary in order to meet future housing requirements. 

Thirdly there were a couple of things I noted at our meeting that the council committed to consider. Firstly, the council agreed to look again at the way in which the information was presented and summarised in the draft report. Not least was the need to clearly identify the part of sites being considered in this study where this was a smaller part of a larger allocation. Also in terms of the way in which the information was presented as gross / net and the relation between the numbers comprising a previous allocation and what was new in this UCS.  Secondly a need for clarification of the way in which the overall housing numbers for the Banbury RAW were derived and presented. Thirdly the need for a summary housing land supply table (setting these UCS numbers in the context of all of the other components of housing land supply) to be set out more prominently in the report.

Having gone through all of those introductory comments, I set out below our assessments of the individual sites.

Site BA002 Rear of Hightown Road, Banbury

Greenfield land outside residential curtilages. Ecological value and topographical constraints. Ransoms on access and no possible access via Foscote Rise. Agree that three storey not appropriate but disagree with suggestion that single storey would be. Nature of site suggests low density large detached units. Density multiplier far too high given site’s location. Suggest 10 maximum and long term.

Site BA003 Former Cattle Market, Banbury & Adjoining Land

Redevelopment already occurring on part of site but active business and industrial uses on other parts. Therefore major relocation of existing business activity required to realise potential of remainder of site. Even if this occurs there could be serious market considerations if required to provide large numbers of small units of accommodation will reduce overall yield and delay delivery due to lack of demand – see general point raised in opening. 

Very real problem of highway logjam in this area with no significant improvements proposed and only a single access point which could exacerbate this. The fact that schemes may be in the local transport plan does not mean they are guaranteed to come to fruition. Also potential contamination issues given previous / existing uses. Whilst the council’s response to the original comments are noted it is still considered that this is a major scheme with not inconsiderable uncertainty and, as such, there should be a reduction in site capacity to 600 at the absolute most.

Site BA004 South of Warwick Road & West of North Bar Street, Banbury

A mixed bag of decay with some development potential. Existing uses seem to be healthy though unattractive environment. Likely to result in permanent loss of some employment if redeveloped. Reasonable prospects for something to happen but may be in longer term due to relocation and need to assemble land. Also in view of recent applications from house builders. Would assume flats in order to achieve density but concern about possible over-provision and strength of demand in this area. Potential access difficulties of North Bar Street (and potential ransom if off Warwick Road). Agree 60 but phased. Only 30 to 2011 with remainder phased beyond.

Site BA005 Land North of Castle Street and East of Southam Road, Banbury

Fully operational mixed commercial uses. Redevelopment would require substantial business relocation. Site been allocated and available for some time. Likely to have been marketed for mixed use. Reasonable prospect for some redevelopment but mixed messages as council policy has evolved. 60 more reasonable estimate than original allocation of 100. 

Town houses (to reflect existing) and flats (to reflect scale of telephone exchange !) likely to be most appropriate. Likely to be access difficulties if off Southam Road. Suggest likely to be post-2011 in view of all of the above.

Site BA006 Cherwell Street / Canal Street (RAW), Banbury

Several major users and a multiplicity of small ones.  Well located close to the town centre and might possibly be considered for some redevelopment for mixed use with a reasonable proportion of residential.  Major constraints however but only a reduction of twenty in the yield has been allowed.  Totally unrealistic.  More technical work needs to be undertaken before any likely yield can be determined.  What, precisely, is meant by the phrase “the council is being proactive in pursuing redevelopment”?

Site BA007 Swan Close Road / Canal Street (RAW), Banbury

Highway constraints, major users in storage which might restrict relocation options.  I simply cannot see this in terms of ‘leisure, pubs, and restaurants’.  Again unrealistic allowances for major constraints.  I would discount this site altogether.

Site BA008 Corner of Bridge Street & Cherwell Street (RAW), Banbury

I see this more in terms of town centre retail uses given its proximity to the town centre location. If the conversion of Crown House to a Hotel does happen then there might be some residential redevelopment spin off, flats above shops or whatever.  On that basis the yield may be approaching the 28 figure.

Site BA009 Upper Windsor Street Car Park (RAW), Banbury

Agree council’s assessment.

Site BA010 Calthorpe Street West, Banbury

Significant town centre car park and allows for rear servicing of adjacent commercial uses. These uses will need to be retained in any rationalisation of uses and redevelopment though would probably still provide some scope for the sort of limited scale development proposed by the council. Poor site and whilst there may be some opportunity it is likely to be long term (2011-2016 at the earliest).

Site BA011 Calthorpe Street East, Banbury

Mixed commercial / retail / car park uses in multi-ownership. Any redevelopment likely to be mixed use with fairly minimal residential element. Suggest yield reduced to 20 in view of above and retail operational requirements. 

Uncertainty over commercial issues (leases) and relatively poor quality environment all suggest a limited residential development opportunity (probably frontage development). Suggest 20 in 2016+ timescale.

Site BA012 Grimsbury Local Centre, Banbury

Mixed use site with old residential stock and vacant / run down commercial promises. Limited development opportunity due to multi-ownership and fact that major environmental improvements would be required. More likely to see piecemeal development which would not realise these benefits which seems to be evident from council’s comments regarding developer interest in the southern corner of the site – bridge motors garage. Also a concern about increasing congestion in an already busy area. 

In view of the above suggest yield reduced to 20 unless council can demonstrate some commitment to comprehensive redevelopment. 

Site BA013 Bolton Road West, Banbury

Rundown highway land providing rear servicing for business / retail premises. Possible redevelopment site but longer term than the council suggest. Limited opportunity unless there is a commitment to major redevelopment which will allow rationalisation of uses on site. Cautious acceptance but suggest 2016+.

Site BA014 Bolton Road East, Banbury

Existing car park. Site partly vacant. No sign of any development activity. Highly improbably development opportunity as site required to provide access to multi-storey car park and servicing for retail uses. Discount from assessment.

Site BA015 Station Approach (RAW), Banbury

Agree council’s assessment

Site BA016 Land Between River Cherwell & railway station (RAW), Banbury

Agree council’s assessment.

Site BA017 Tramway Road Industrial Estate (RAW), Banbury

Site better suited to employment redevelopment - possibly an area to accommodate those displaced from elsewhere.  Residential development not particularly desirable or likely. Exclude from assessment as a site with residential potential.

Site BA018 South of Tramway Road (RAW), Banbury

Similar to the above. Discount residential reuse altogether.

Site BA019 Football Ground & Land to the East, (RAW), Banbury

Agree council’s assessment.

Site BA020 Haslemere Industrial Estate (RAW), Banbury

Whilst there are a number of large vacant units others are, nevertheless, in full use and it would be more likely that this site will continue in some form of industrial/ employment/commercial/warehousing use.  Access to the canal side is severely limited, a point acknowledged in the council’s assessment.  Again any major residential opportunities should be discounted.

Site BA025 Orchard Lodge, Warwick Road, Banbury

Site BA026 Corner of George Street & Britannia Road, Banbury

Site BA027 Crofts, 21-27 Broad Street, Banbury

Site BA044 TA Centre, Harriers View, Oxford Road, Banbury

Site BA048 Bretch Hill Farm, Banbury

Site BA067 North of Broughton Road, Banbury

Site BA069 25-27 West Bar, Banbury

Site BA070 Lincoln House, Lincoln Close, Banbury

Site BA074 South Bar House, Banbury

Site BA087 Orchards Fields Primary School, Prescott Close, Banbury

Site BA091 207 Broughton Road and Land Adjacent, Banbury

Site BI001 Cattle Market, Victoria Road, Bicester

Site BI002 OCC Highways Depot and Land Adjoining, London Road, Bicester

Site BI003 Bicester Town Railway Station, Bicester

Site BI004 West of Chapel Street and Bryan House, Bicester

Site BI005 Land South of Church Land, Bicester

Site BI006 Bure Place & Franklin’s Yard, Bicester

Site BI008 West of Victoria Road / South of Victoria Court, Bicester

Site BI009 Church Car Park, Hanover Gardens, Bicester

Site BI012 Sunlight Services, Buckingham Road, Bicester

Site BI013 Corner of Victoria Road / Linden Road, Bicester

Site in existing commercial use. Business appears stable. Residential development would provide great benefits in the removal of unsightly buildings. Site assembly and relocation of existing businesses could be problematic. UCS suggests not available until 2021-2026. No reason to disagree but this is an important site and it is to be hoped efforts could be made to facilitate its release in the short term (suggest 2006-2011) rather than long.  Would also suggest higher densities likely – small terraced units plus apartments in a landmark corner building – and would suggest a likely yield of 20 rather than the council’s 15.

Site BI034 Kwik Fit, King’s End, Bicester

Operational commercial use though site advertised to let (but may be only part of the existing buildings). Redevelopment would be viable but significant constraints (access, conservation area, noise). Good opportunity for three-storey town houses / apartments. Agree with council’s assessment of 15 though would bring forward to 2006-2011 phase.

Site BI035 Railway Station Car Park, Buckingham Road, Bicester

Existing railway station car park still in use. Adjoining site cleared (formerly a builders yard and included in previous UCS as site CB1007). 

This site is advertised by Chilterns railways as a 500 space extension to the existing car park to be completed by November 2005. Likely to remain in use as a car park. Whilst redevelopment would be viable it would be problematic due to the impact of the railway. Logic would suggest that any redevelopment would be more likely to be commercial than residential. Highly unlikely unless and until SRA confirm intention to dispose site and relocate station. 

Landowner response suggests commitment to use the site to at least 2022 so exclude from assessment.

Site BI059 Transco Depot, Launton Road, Bicester

Site still operational. Adjoining Wickes DIY centre still under construction. Railway noise may limit developable area and likely contamination issues to deal with. Current developer interest so likely to come forward shortly despite the fact that this is not the best of locations. Agree 35 in short term.

Site BI078 18 London Road, Bicester

Substantial period house. L-shaped plot with frontages to both London Road and Wessex Way. No signs of any development activity or intention. Redevelopment for 3-storey apartments as are adjoining to south. But, dependent on gaining satisfactory access from London Road. No access potential from Wessex Way which may not even be adopted. Good opportunity though loss of fine detached property would be regrettable. Assume six-bay block of 3-storey apartments yielding 18 rather than 20 units.

Site KI002 Thames Valley Policy HQ, Kidlington

Site remains in operational use. Current access points from the west (Oxford Road) and east (Cromwell Street) are both sub-standard. Would require purchase of adjoining property in both cases to satisfactorily service a residential redevelopment. Potentially a good site but would seek reassurance on future police intentions before phasing anything other than long term. 

Agree with council that a mix of traditional two-storey houses, interspersed with landmark three-storey apartment blocks would comprise an appropriate scheme. Agree with the council’s 85 and phased 2011-2016.

Site KI003 Blenheim Centre, Blenheim Road, Kidlington

Site appears smaller than indicated in UCS. Site cleared except for extensive footings and foundations. Land to rear houses River Ray House, a modern single-storey commercial unit. Sign on access road suggests it is Kidlington Library run by OCC Cultural Services. Single access track will require improvement but otherwise no particular constraints. It is a vacant site in need of beneficial use. Resolution to grant for 14 suggests likely short term availability.

Site KI019 Bowood House Hotel and 234/236 Oxford Road, Kidlington

Hotel remains operational and houses still occupied. Redevelopment of area would not be problematic – no obvious constraints. Key uncertainty is timing and availability. Particularly with the current boundary which includes adjacent houses alongside the hotel. 

While this formed part of the original application there is no evidence it will come forward on this basis. More likely to be just hotel. Either way, apartment scheme would be viable with access from Oxford Road and Maple Avenue. Agree with the council’s 30 but delay phasing to 2011-2016.

Site AM005 Three Corners Garage, Ambrosden

Site in existing employment use and plan policy EMP5 seeks to retain these in rural villages. Adjacent residential properties appear to have been built very recently in full knowledge of existing uses on the site. Car sales and repairs business appears healthy. Possible contamination given previous uses. Redevelopment would be viable and residential use compatible with surroundings. Village well served by facilities and connections to Bicester shortly to improve. Question has to be asked why has not come forward already given adjacent new housing developments. Agree yield of 10 in long term but flats unlikely to be acceptable from amenity / privacy point of view due to proximity of new housing on two boundaries and minimal rear garden depths. 

Site HN007 Land at The Bourne, Hook Norton

Greenfield site on edge of village. Half site encroached upon by adjacent houses and ins use as garden / allotment. Remaining land overgrown. Development feasible but likely to be opposed by local residents. Acknowledged access problems yet to be resolved. If taken from The Bourne, may require either an access road between existing dwellings (harm to residential amenity) or through the demolition of existing dwellings. 

Demolition may be more feasible if existing housing retained by Charter Housing Association and in view of the likelihood that housing on the site would also be social housing. Alternative would be access through agricultural land. Council’s yield of 10 appears a little high, especially in view of likely loss of dwellings to gain access. Also, detached / semi-detached units would be more appropriate than flats in this location. Suggest a yield of 8 (small site ?). Availability likely to be longer term in view of these constraints.

Site YA003 Tyre Depot, South of Cassington Road, Yarnton

Site PDL within village boundary which is inset from the GB in the adopted local plan. However, site is immediately adjacent to the GB and prominent within it in visual terms. Policy EMP5 seeks to retain employment sites in the villages. However, tyre repair only occurring on part of site. 

Rest of hard standing and some small storage buildings appear under-used. Limited opportunity to relocate these uses locally. Village facilities fairly limited but close to main bus route which could be improved alongside development of allocated site opposite. Key is visual impact on GB but a relatively low density scheme of 22 dwellings would be more appropriate and allow construction of detached / semi-detached houses rather than flats.

Site YA009 Yarnton House, Rutten Lane, Yarnton

Largely as YA003 above. PDL employment site (Policy EMP5 applies) in village boundary but conspicuous from GB. Appears a relatively large employer though OCC confirmed will be available in medium term. No real constraints other than visual impact on GB. For this reason yield considered too high. Suggest yield reduced from 25 to 18.

Site YA014 North of Cassington Road, Yarnton

Greenfield site but within village boundary and inset from GB. Site identified as ‘white land’ so possible future development potential established. Site would appear viable and there appears to have been a full assessment of possible constraints undertaken. Village amenities and facilities poor but close to main bus route. Site large enough to make contributions to improve accessibility. Agree council’s assessment.

Summary / Conclusion

In summary, therefore, while this is by no means HBF’s final say on the matter, given the outstanding site assessments, the fact that the council has itself to revise the study in response to the landowner comments it has received and the fact that the whole thing will need to be revisited in the light of the employment sites study to be carried out later in the year, I hope it is helpful. 

It is my intention to submit a final response for sake of completeness once I have received the outstanding site assessments. But hopefully we will be given the opportunity to comment on a final version of the study taking all of this into account prior to it being published as a background document to inform the preparation of the LDF core strategy and site allocations DPD.

Finally I would like to reiterate my gratitude to my colleagues who have undertaken the detailed assessments summarised in this response. They are David Coates of JA Pye (Oxford) Ltd, Phil Leggett of David Wilson Homes, Scott Chamberlin of Gleeson Homes, Dan Hatcher of Barton Willmore on behalf of Taylor Woodrow (Sarah Milward) and Chris Chiverton of Westbury Homes. However, I would particularly like to thank David Coates who not only looked at the initial list of sites allocated to him but also undertook an additional assessment of the RAW sites at very short notice indeed. Their kind assistance with this work is much appreciated.

Yours sincerely,

Pete Errington

HBF Regional Planner, Southern Region
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