Thornwood Action

info@thornwoodaction.com

3 May 2009


Dear Colin

In your email of 28 April announcing a meeting at the Stace offices at 9.30 on 8 May, you raised the question of ‘whether we should in some way support EFDC in it's approach to reduce pitch allocation from the current (reduced) number to a more reasonable 20 pitches as they seek from SoS’. 

We agree absolutely that we should support EFDC in its response to the Secretary of State in every way possible. The SoS’s consultation is an opportunity to significantly reduce the impact of G&T policy on the District and it is crucial that we ensure as far as possible that a robust and convincing case is put forward. As you know the deadline for responses to the SoS consultation is 22 May. In view of the urgency we have been pushing ahead as rapidly as we can on several fronts and we thought it useful to bring everyone up to speed as to where we have got to.

A report setting out EFDC’s proposed response to the SoS was written by Andrew Lainton and tabled for discussion at the EFDC Local Development Framework Cabinet Committee meeting of 15 April as Agenda Item 5. The conclusion of that report was that ‘The further reduction in the 2011 target to 34 pitches is considered to be reasonable in the context of local need within the District’ (for a copy of Agenda Item 5 see the EDFC LDF Committee Meeting Report Pack for 15 April at theThornwood Action website at http://www.thornwoodaction.com/Correspondence%2C-reports-and-reference-material.php).

On 13 April we wrote to Councillor Anne Grigg (currently the Planning Portfolio holder) heavily criticising the Lainton report (this letter is also on the Thornwood Action website together with all the other documents referred to below). Members of our Executive attended as observers at the Committee meeting on 15 April. At that meeting it was reported that the latest Essex GTAA (as yet unpublished) had re-assessed the accommodation need in the District as 30 pitches up to 2013. In the light of this it was decided that the conclusion of the Lainton report should be amended.

On 16 April we wrote an open letter to Councillor Di Collins (Leader of the Council) setting out our concerns that on the basis of what we had observed at the Committee meeting, we had ‘little confidence that the Council is in full control of the G&T consultation process or that it is intending to address the concerns of residents’. Amongst other examples, the letter cited the proposed response to the SoS consultation and the proposal to summarily reject alternative sites that were ‘remote’ from services (see Agenda Item 7 in the LDF Committee Meeting Report Pack). This letter was copied to every Council member.

On 20 April three members of our Executive (John Barber, Baden Clegg and John Horsfield) were invited to a meeting with Councillors Collins, Grigg and Whitbread. Councillor Collins apologised for the problems at the Committee meeting and promised that our concerns about the summary rejection of alternative sites and the proposed response to the SoS consultation would be addressed. At the end of the meeting we handed over a copy of our paper setting out some suggestions for a response to the SoS consultation. (This is a version of the briefing paper for Eleanor Laing that we emailed to you on 8 April, but see below for a later version still).

Members of our Executive observed the Cabinet Meeting that evening (20 April) at which Councillor Collins promised that members would review the list of alternative sites to ensure that they were satisfied with the grounds for rejection. It was also decided at that meeting that Andrew Lainton’s contract would not be extended. 

As regards the submission to the SoS, the Cabinet Meeting minutes record that the Lainton report be agreed but the conclusion be amended to read ‘EFDC welcomes the reduction in pitches within the District to 34, from the original 49, but still considers this to be too high and will press for further reductions; a provision of no more than 20 pitches within the District would be considered by the Council to be more reasonable.’ 

Concerned that the Council had not fully taken on board the importance and significance of the SoS consultation and the need to re-write the Lainton report, we wrote again on 29 April to Councillor Collins and attaching a further version of our original briefing paper for Eleanor Laing -  now extended to include the period from 2011 to 2021. 

John Barber, Baden Clegg and John Horsfield again met with Councillors Collins and Whitbread on 2 May. At that meeting it became apparent that there neither were aware of any plans to re-write the Lainton report or were clear about the status of the new Essex GTAA (on which the further reduction in pitch requirements crucially depended). Both Councillors accepted the need to get to the bottom of what the Planning Department intended to do as regards the SoS submission. They promised to raise this with them after the Bank Holiday weekend and advise us. 

We said that we would far prefer that EFDC submitted a response that the Action Groups felt they could support. Failing that we said that it would necessary for the Action Groups to make their own submission. We also said we thought that it was important that the Action Groups act together, either in supporting EFDC or, if necessary, in making their own submission to the SoS. The Councillors agreed.

Clearly the situation is very fast moving and we are rapidly running out of time. The 8 May meeting would have provided an excellent opportunity to review progress and debate what actions we now need to take. Unfortunately the weekday timing and prior commitments make it impossible for the members of our Executive who are most involved to attend. We know that North Weald has a similar problem. One member of our Executive will be able to attend but he does not have a close familiarity with the developments outlined above. Claire Clegg is not available to take notes as she did last time but we will send another person who can help you on this.

We realise this is not ideal and our Executive are therefore intending to host a meeting on Sunday 10 May at 6.30 in Thornwood Village Hall. This will be for members of the Executive or Organising Committee of each of the Action Groups including those Action Groups who have so far not attended the Stace meetings. We are also inviting as observers the local Parish Councillors and those of the District Councillors most involved. 

Yours sincerely

Collette Vanner

Secretary, Thornwood Action

