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1.
INTRODUCTION
1.1
A Consultation on Options: Development Plan Provision for Gypsies and Travellers in Epping Forest District was published in November 2008, with a deadline for comments by 20 February 2009. Seven Actions Groups in the district have responded to the Consultation DPD: Abridge, Epping, Epping Green, North Weald, Theydon Boise, Thornwood and Waltham Abbey. In total, 9,700 responses were generated by the consultation exercise. 
1.2
Although the official consultation deadline has expired, the Action Groups regard the consultation period as permanently open until such a time as Epping Forest District Council approves the Preferred Strategy and Sites DPD and submits this DPD to the Government Office for the East of England (GOEE).

1.3
Further consultation is inevitable in any event, as further technical study work is undertaken and the Preferred Strategy and Sites DPD is published for 6-week public consultation.

1.4
The Consultation on Options DPD was published at a time when the “Single Issue Review of the East of England Plan” estimated a need for 49 additional pitches by 2011 in Epping Forest District, then a further 57 pitches by 2023. However, these figures have been reduced twice since then. Firstly the RSS EiP Panel recommended delivering 39 pitches in Epping Forest District by 2011. Later, on 27 March 2009, the Secretary of State proposed a reduction to 34 pitches. Her recommendation is made in recognition of the particular delivery challenge in the district. The figure might change again. For example, Epping Forest District Council responded to the 22 May 2009 consultation deadline by recommending to the Secretary of State “….a provision of no more than 20 pitches within the District would be considered by the Council to be more reasonable.” 

1.5
This change in circumstances justifies continuing dialogue between Epping Forest District Council and local communities to agree a “direction of travel” for the DPD. Furthermore, the DPD will need to conform to the Development Plan. Yet the absence of a Core Strategy for Epping Forest District is unsatisfactory and underlines the need for continuing consultation with local communities, to ensure the DPD is deemed “sound” by GOEE.

2.
SUMMARY OF THE CONSULTATION ON OPTIONS DPD

· 79% of all existing pitches are in Roydon and Nazeing, allegedly because of their proximity to the main urban area.

· The local gypsy and traveller community is highly settled. Yet only 20% responded to the consultation exercise. Of those that replied, the majority wanted to live on private sites. Very few sites were suggested by the gypsy and traveller community. Smaller sites of 6-12 pitches are most popular.

· Suitable areas were confined to the western parishes. Eastern parishes were excluded because of alleged “lack of services” and that “the main pressure for pitches has come from areas most accessible from the main urban area.”

· 21 layers of physical and environmental constraints were mapped. Four positive factors were used to map suitable sites: health care, schools, shopping centres and public transport. Each factor was given equal weight. The four positive factors were mapped on a scale of 0-100.

· Three broad location strategies are proposed: 1) edge of urban areas, 2) rural areas close to key settlements, 3) wider distribution throughout the district.

· The Site Search Sequence includes urban extensions to Harlow, extensions to existing sites, allocation of four tolerated sites, extension of tolerated sites, allocation of unauthorised sites, permanent permissions for temporary sites, rural brownfield sites, new sites within the “area of search” (excluding the east part of the District), criteria-based policy for windfall sites, allocating many more sites than are needed and compulsory purchase. New sites considered by the Consultation DPD are capable of delivering about 200 pitches.

3.
THE WAY FORWARD

3.1
This report does not repeat previous comments made by Action Groups and +9000 other parties. Instead, it seeks to crystallise those comments and suggest a district-wide Preferred Strategy. After all, that is what the DPD is striving to achieve. 

3.2
In summary, the majority of the identified additional sites are not acceptable, largely because they 1) are in rural locations, 2) will lead to over-concentration and 3) will cause friction between the settled and travelling communities (due to physical proximity). To improve the prospect that pitches will be developed in the “right” location, specific recommendations are highlighted in bold.

Targets

3.3
To ensure “soundness”, the DPD should assume that the Secretary of State will determine extra pitch provision in Epping Forest District 2006 – 2011 is 34. If she determines a lesser figure, provided this lesser target is eventually delivered then the Council need not grant planning permission for more pitches in later phases of the Plan period. The DPD will also need to address the timescale of the RSS, which runs till 2023. Hence the DPD total minimum target from 2006 to 2023 is 89 pitches (omitting contingencies).

3.4
The DPD should not allocate more sites than are needed to meet the target. Therefore a contingency pitch target should be omitted. A flexible windfall planning policy can address any shortfall in pitch provision.

Windfall Planning Policy

3.5
The proposed windfall policy is on page 64 of the Consultation DPD policy is far too convoluted and may conspire against the delivery of suitable windfall sites. Annex C of Circular 01/2006 states “the list of criteria adopted by a local planning authority should not be over-long…” 
3.6
The windfall policy should be simplified; essentially, each planning application will be treated on its merits (note: there are many other planning policies which address social and environmental issues).

New countryside sites as a last resort

3.7
Ideally, no new sites for gypsies and travellers will need to be developed in countryside locations. Instead, the DPD should give great weight to the possibility of:

· development in urban areas

· extending existing sites

· allocating the four tolerated sites

· extending the tolerated sites, allocating unauthorised sites

· permanent permissions for temporary sites.

3.8
The Action Groups recognise that the perpetuation of some temporary, tolerated and unauthorised sites might be highly undesirable for sound planning reasons. Even so, the identification of new sites in the countryside is the option of last resort.

Delivery

3.9
Although the preference of the gypsy and traveller community is private site provision, they have put forward very few of their own sites. Therefore the burden of site provision will rest either with private landowners from the settled community or the public sector.

3.10
With this in mind, it is unclear how or why the potential new sites were identified in the Consultation DPD in the first place. Did the Council undertake a “call for sites” specifically for gypsy and traveller development?

3.11
The identification of new private sites in the DPD should have the support of the landowner. If not, the DPD risks identifying private sites for development that cannot be delivered unless the Council pursues compulsory purchase (which is unlikely to happen). 

3.12
To minimise this possibility, the Council should:

1. If not already carried out, conduct a well-publicised “call for sites” specifically intended for gypsy and traveller development.

2. Give great weight to the potential role of Council-run sites. The portfolio of public sector land holdings should be considered.

Brownfield Land

3.13
The Consultation DPD suggests large brownfield sites of which 20% of the site area would be developed for gypsies and travellers. As the DPD points out, this would reduce the opportunity for affordable housing on such sites and create problems of integration with neighbours (residential and commercial). 

3.14
An alternative is to identify small areas of urban brownfield land, such as the whole or part of an underutilised, run-down employment site, and create sites with 6-12 pitches. 

3.15
Inevitably, some pitches will need to be provided in the countryside. In which case, the Council should consider all available brownfield land in rural areas. For example, the Ongar Research Station is discounted only because it is in a “remote” location in the east of the district. Rural brownfield sites are preferable to rural greenfield sites. 

Greenfield countryside locations

3.16
All greenfield parts of Epping Forest District are candidates for new pitches, whether or not they are regarded as “remote.” Indeed, “remoteness” is a relative term and is only one factor among many that will help to identify suitable sites. Hence the “area of search” for new sites should include the east part of the District. 

3.17
“Final Suitability Mapping” in the Consultation DPD excludes eastern parishes from hosting possible sites. Paragraph 65 of Circular 01/2006 advises “local planning authorities should first consider locations in or near existing settlements with access to local services…” However, the Circular does not suggest de facto exclusion of sites further away; sites that merit “second consideration”. Indeed, paragraph 54 of 01/2006 states “rural settings, where not subject to special planning constraints, are acceptable in principle.” Paragraph 14.1 of the Consultation DPD states “Although discussions with gypsy and travellers themselves reveal a desire for some separation from settled communities, to retain privacy and cultural identity, the problem is one of site availability.” The eastern parishes might contain a number of worthy sites for development (brownfield or greenfield), eg, sites near Fyfield and Ongar.

3.18
Therefore “Final Suitability Mapping” should include the eastern parishes, which suggests pursuing “Strategy Option 3 – wider distribution option” (see page 16 of the Consultation DPD). Strategy Option 3 would allow all sites in the district to be considered on their merits.

Wider Distribution

3.19
The majority of existing pitches are in Roydon and Nazeing parishes, with other concentrations elsewhere. Paragraph 13.4 of the Consultation DPD recognises the prospect of over-concentration. Instead, if new sites in rural areas are required at all, an equitable spread of new sites across the district is preferred. As above, this means pursuing Consultation DPD Option 3.

3.20
In support of this strategy, paragraph 54 of Circular 01/2006 states “sites should respect the scale of, and not dominate the nearest settled community.” The Secretary of State refers to the “benefit to delivery that will be achieved by a wider distribution of sites…providing sites in a spread of locations.”

3.21
The majority of the potential new sites are located very close to existing communities. This proximity should weigh against site identification, as it will lead to tension between both communities. Indeed, there is no national policy that encourages such close proximity. Instead, “reasonable separation” from settled communities is preferred.

Positive criteria

3.22
Four positive factors were used by the Consultation DPD to map suitable sites: health care, schools, shopping centres and public transport. The DPD should exclude public transport accessibility as criteria for assessing suitable sites. Rugby Borough Council does not adopt this criterion in the Gypsy and Traveller Chapter of its Draft Core Strategy. Similarly, Circular 01/2006 does not suggest public transport accessibility is a “good practice” requirement. On the contrary, paragraph 54 states “local authorities should be realistic about the availability, or likely availability, of alternatives to the car in accessing local services.” Gypsies and travellers are “persons of nomadic habit of life” who, culturally, do not use public transport. 

3.23
On the other hand, taking into account Annex C of Circular 01/2006, the DPD could broaden the “positive factors” for judging suitable sites to include:

· Safe and convenient access to the road network.

· Provision for on-site parking, turning and servicing.

· Ability to blend with its surroundings.

· Opportunity for environmental enhancement (see paragraph 55 of 01/2006).

· The promotion of peaceful and integrated co-existence between the site and the local community. 

· Protection of the gypsy and traveller culture.

· Suitability for work for the gypsy and traveller community, as expressed by paragraph 17 of Circular 01/2006.

3.24
All potential new sites should be assessed against the above criteria.
3.25
Page 8 of the Consultation DPD criticises “unsuitable and often unhealthy locations such as motorway underpasses, near sewerage works etc as far away as possible from where other people live.”  Page 80 lists the 21 layers of mapping. These layers include contaminated land, areas within 250m of landfill sites and areas within 300m of a motorway.

3.26
There is nothing inherently wrong with locations “as far away as possible from where other people live.” Moreover, Circular 01/2006 does not rule out contaminated land (although the preference is not significantly contaminated land). Nor does the Circular “necessarily rule out all locations near or adjoining motorways, power lines, landfill sites or railways, any more than it does conventional housing.” Hence potential sites should not be excluded just on the grounds of contamination or proximity to motorways, power lines, landfill sites or railways. Such factors should be omitted from the DPD mapping layers. 

Conclusion

3.27
The Action Groups hope the above recommendations will be taken into account by EFDC as the DPD emerges. More investigation might be necessary to achieve these ends. If so, Epping Forest District Council should request an extension of time for submission of the DPD to the Government Office for the East of England (GOEE) till, say, December 31st 2009. Ideally, the Action Groups wish to endorse the DPD submitted to the GOEE and welcome an informal meeting with Senior Officers and Members to explore these themes in more detail.
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