AN OPEN LETTER TO THE LEADER OF EPPING FOREST DISTRICT COUNCIL

Dear Councillor Collins

 We are writing to you on behalf of Thornwood Action. Several members of our Executive were in the public gallery of the Council Chamber for the Local Development Framework Cabinet Committee yesterday evening (15 April). They left with little confidence that the Council is in full control of the Gypsy and Traveller Consultation process or that it is intending to address the concerns of residents.  We are writing this letter in the hope that you can reassure us and the residents we represent.

No doubt you are aware that it is the proposed sites’ close proximity to settled housing that has caused residents the most anguish. The reasons for this are obvious (eg loss of privacy, loss of amenity, planning blight). Consultation with gypsies and travellers themselves has established that they would prefer sites away from settled housing. When this point was raised at the meeting, a planning officer announced that Government guidelines required sites to be within close proximity of transport, healthcare and schools. This is NOT correct. Government policy is that gypsies and travellers should have good access to healthcare and education – and that the best way to achieve this is through having permanent authorized sites. In fact, that is the whole point of the Government’s policy on gypsy and traveller accommodation. Having a permanent address is the key to all welfare services in the UK (GP registration, school buses, etc, etc): being within walking distance is not, as any resident of a rural area will tell you. The Government guidelines list proximity to services as only one among many considerations for locating sites. They also  emphasise that selecting a range of different types of sites is important (for example a mix of urban and remote). To repeat: there is no mention within the guidelines of the necessity of proximity to local services: this is a gross misreading and we would be happy to provide chapter and verse if required.

We submit that extensive areas of the district have been ignored in the search for sites purely because of this misreading. Some sites have been suggested subsequently by residents as part of the consultation. The question of how these sites are to be dealt with was discussed at the meeting. It emerged that the planning department intends to discard, without any explanation, any sites that they consider to be ‘unreasonable’. The example cited was ‘on the moon’. But presumably ‘1 mile away from the centre of a village’ would also go straight into the bin. What is the point of asking residents to submit alternative sites if they can be summarily dismissed on spurious criteria? 
Before attending the meeting, we were not aware that sites had to have another sustainability appraisal (landscape, wildlife and highways dept), with the results subjected to a further period of 6 weeks’ public consultation.  This was not mentioned in the consultation questionnaire – but then, it seems the planning department was not aware of it either until it was brought to their attention by a solicitor acting for one of the action groups. The Councillors were clearly horrified that the findings had to be put in the public domain. After some deliberation, it was decided that a decision on the timing and method of dissemination of this information would be deferred to a meeting of the Council’s Cabinet next Monday (20 April at 7.00 pm). Can we have your assurance that this information will be readily available to all residents and that its significance and the appropriate method of response will be clearly explained? Why was the main consultation carried out without including this sustainability appraisal? And incidentally, why were these sub-standard sites selected by planning professionals in the first place?

Also discussed at the meeting was the Secretary of State’s recent proposal to reduce the number of pitches required in Epping Forest district from 39 to 34. It appears from this that the Secretary of State has accepted that the original recommendations did not adequately reflect the difficulties in delivering sites in the district. The planning department’s report proposed that this reduction should be accepted. However it became apparent at the meeting that the number of sites actually needed had been overestimated and that it might now be possible to justify a far greater reduction. The committee broadly concurred and agreed that no more than 20 should now be the Council’s position. However there was no discussion of the arguments that might be deployed to justify this position or how the Council’s case should best be promoted. 
We believe that these arguments should be presented to the Secretary of State in a robust and competent manner and as a matter of urgency. 
There was general agreement amongst the Councillors when one of the planning officers remarked that, if time was running out in the run up to the Government deadline, then the preferred strategy was to keep this quiet until the last possible moment before coming clean. Is playing poker with the Government the best the Council can come up with? 

With a general election next year it is likely the Government will want to avoid such a confrontation. The Secretary of State’s recent concession on numbers suggests that the door may be open. If that is so then continuing to use the residents as a battering ram is beginning to look like a cynical political ploy.

Yours sincerely

Thornwood Action

