Why we object to proposing alternative sites

Now that the submission of a response to the Secretary of State’s proposals on pitch numbers has largely been sorted out, Thornwood Action has promised to produce a briefing on the Strategy options for the groups. This we intend to do in the next couple of weeks. In the meantime we thought it worthwhile attempting to clarify one particular issue that has resulted in a recent flood of emails. That is the question of whether or not a letter proposing a number of alternative sites should be sent to EFDC by some or all of the Action Groups (anonymously via Fosketts).

The sites were identified by Ivan Legallais working on behalf of a number of Action Groups including Thornwood. His brief was to identify alternative sites in parts of the District where no sites have been identified in the Consultation document. At the EFDRC meeting on 7 April Thornwood was asked to provide a list of site selection criteria and we stipulated that the sites should be "separated from the settled community" and should "extend the range of choice of different types of site". 

A list of eight sites were presented at the EFDRC meeting on 8 May. We do not have precise details of the individual sites but we understand that the majority (if not all) are close to existing dwellings. Two of the sites on the list were immediately rejected by Theydon Bois as being too close to their village. It is proposed that the remaining six sites (all near Ongar) be submitted to EFDC as alternative sites that they should consider. Because of the sensitivity, it is proposed that the submission be made anonymously via Fosketts and a draft of the Fosketts letter was emailed to groups.

As soon as Thornwood Executive were made aware of this proposal we sought to distance ourselves from it and there was an exchange of emails. Our fundamental objection is that by proposing alternative sites that are unacceptable for similar reasons to those proposed in the Consultation we would undermine a major plank in our case against the Consultation proposals. We do not believe this concern has been addressed, possibly because it has not been understood. The purpose of this letter is to explain as best we can the two alternative approaches so that people can make an informed choice.

Approach a) - Object to sites being near existing dwellings 

Probably the single greatest concern that residents have about the EFDC Consultation options is that almost all the new sites listed are in close proximity to existing dwellings. 

To the extent that new sites are needed, one way of achieving some separation from existing dwellings is to locate them on agricultural land.  However the Consultation document justified excluding sites on agricultural land (we refer to them as “countryside sites”) on the grounds that such sites would make it “difficult to use agricultural machinery”. The Consultation document also argued that large parts of the District (including the rural north and east) should be excluded because they were remote from services such as schools, shopping centres and public transport. The combined effect of these (in our view spurious) arguments is to concentrate all the new sites listed in the Consultation in the more urbanised parts of the District and in close proximity to existing dwellings. 

This whole basis for objecting to this aspect of the proposals in the Consultation document was set out in various submissions by individuals and groups.  This included a detailed argument in Thornwood Action’s submission to the Consultation. We have been consistently pursuing this line of attack ever since.

We have had some success. Members of the EFDC Cabinet Committee responsible for overseeing the Consultation had been advised that sites remote from services were excluded by government guidelines on site selection. We wrote an open letter to all EFDC members pointing out that this was a misreading of government guidelines. The source of that advice (Andrew Lainton) did not have his contract renewed at the subsequent Cabinet meeting. 

In the same letter we pointed out that the EFDC Planning Department were intending to summarily reject alternative sites proposed by people responding to the Consultation that were remote from services on the grounds that they were “unreasonable”. After a meeting we had with the Leader of the Council it was decided that the reasons for the rejection of any these sites must be vetted first by a Council member. We intend to ask for that list and the reasons to be made public.

At a later meeting with the Leader of the Council we explained that we thought that EFDC’s whole approach to the selection of suitable areas and sites was flawed. We said that on the basis of the options in the Consultation document we did not think it would be possible for the Planning Department to come up with a DPD Plan that a Planning Inspector could judge to be sound. We said that we would be vigorously pursuing our objections to the exclusion of countryside sites and rural areas at the Examination in Public next year. We said that as a result the Examination in Public might turn into a public embarrassment for EFDC and that we thought EFDC’s best strategy would be to reconsider its approach on area and site selection. 

The Leader of the Council was clearly aware of the weight of the argument and the implications. At the time of writing there have been a series of extended meetings between the Leader of the Council, other senior EFDC members and senior management of the Planning Department. We await the outcome of those meetings.

Approach b) - Propose alternative sites similar to those in the Consultation

The approach proposed at the EFDRC meeting is to send to EFDC an anonymous letter via Fosketts. The draft letter emailed to groups: 

· questions the exclusion of large areas of the District

· points out that inadequate time was allowed for submitting alternative sites

· states that there is legal advice that, with certain caveats, alternative sites can be submitted after the Consultation deadline

· supports EFDC in its attempt to reduce pitch numbers

· argues that spreading sites more evenly through the District would be less contentious and encourage harmony between the two communities

· refers to “at least five suitable sites that meet or exceed EFDC own selection criteria”

· requests an urgent meeting with a senior planner to discuss the Ongar area and in particular the identity of those sites with the intention of these sites being “adopted in the wider proposal”.

We agree with most of these points. We question whether a meeting with the Planning Department is the best route to follow since the department is under a huge amount of pressure and seems unable to cope with even basic requests. Our own efforts through approaching EFDC members have been far more fruitful. We also doubt whether proposing sites in another part of the District will be productive. However our fundamental objection is to the type of sites proposed, specifically that they are close to existing dwellings.

There are three reason why we object so strongly:

· It undermines one of the main planks of our case against the options set out in the Consultation document. How can we object to a policy that only permits sites that are close to settled dwellings whilst at the same time proposing exactly that type of site in another area?  

· It proposes sites that are likely to be just as objectionable to the residents of that area as they are to us and is likely to create a lot of suspicion and bad feeling. 

· It undermines objections to sites in the Action Group areas. Often those objections are likely to be precisely because the site is near to existing dwellings. 

In order to justify locating sites close to existing dwellings several arguments against the feasibility of countryside sites have been used, none of which we accept. 

Firstly that countryside sites are impossible because of access difficulties. We regard this argument as of similar merit to that used in the Consultation document against locating sites on agricultural land because of difficulties with using agricultural machinery in irregularly shaped fields. It may well be that there are access problems for particular sites but to argue that access difficulties rule out all such sites is absurd.

Secondly it is argued that if feasible countryside sites do exist, why have they not been identified? The answer to that is precisely the same as the reason that it is proposed to send a letter anonymously via Fosketts. If sites (of any sort) are identified and that becomes public knowledge then it is likely to generate a huge local reaction against the proposer. The fact that countryside sites have not been identified is not a reason to suppose such sites do not exist. 

Thirdly it is argued that government guidelines do not permit countryside sites. In fact government guidelines state that different sorts of site (including those in rural settings) widen choice, that remote sites are often preferred by both G&Ts and the settled community, and that close proximity to services is desirable but by no means essential.

Fourthly it has been argued that EFDC policy does not permit the selection of countryside sites. The whole point of the Consultation process is to consult on such issues as site selection policy. In fact EFDC policy on site selection is never clearly explained or justified in the Consultation document and the alternatives never mentioned. This itself is grounds for arguing that a DPD plan based on the Consultation document as it stands is unsound. The fact that we have made some headway in opening up this issue suggests that a policy change is an achievable objective.

Lastly it has been argued that a strategy of aiming to get the whole Consultation overturned at the Examination in Public is high risk and unlikely to succeed. That is not our strategy. Our strategy is firstly to get the numbers down. Secondly to try to persuade the Leader of the Council and other senior members to re-think EFDC’s approach to the Consultation, particularly on area selection, selection criteria for new sites and the further expansion of existing sites: in effect another round of Consultation. If that fails we will then mount a vigorous case at the Examination in Public. In the event that the Planning Inspector seems likely to endorse an unacceptable site, we would aim to suggest a more acceptable site in the same area.

It has also been argued that unless we propose alternative sites very quickly it will be too late. We do not accept this argument either. Some things have to be progressed quickly (for example the submission on pitch numbers to the Secretary of State) but in our view the submission of alternative sites does not. 

Despite the legal advice referred to earlier (which we have yet to see) the advice we have had is that it is already too late to submit alternative sites. That opportunity ended on February 20 with the current round of consultation. If alternative sites are to be considered at this late stage then they will have to go out to another round of consultation. The idea that a meeting with the Planning Department to discuss alternative (but similar) sites in Ongar is going to achieve this is pie in the sky. If the Planning Department don’t play ball then we are back where we are now but with our case seriously weakened.

Our understanding is that the only avenue now for submitting an alternative site is to make a representation directly to the Examination in Public, which is likely to be sometime next year. It will require a formal sustainability study (to be paid for by the proposer) and even then the Planning Inspector may decline to even consider it. 

Next steps

We may have not understood some aspect of, or argument for, the proposal to suggest alternative sites similar to those already listed in the Consultation (other than that they are in Ongar or any other area for that matter). If so would those who are backing this proposal please explain it further? In the absence of some further explanation we would ask those backing this proposal to withdraw it. If we are wrong then we would be happy to change course but as things stand as part of its overall strategy Thornwood Action intends to pursue the line of attack we have explained. 

To help in developing that strategy and in representing our case at the Examination in Public we have engaged a Planning Consultant from out of the area. He is strongly supportive of our line on countryside sites and the further expansion of existing sites and he is currently putting together a plan which he has promised us by 22 May. We hope to be able to present that plan to the All-Group meeting scheduled for 6.30 on 31 May at Thornwood Village Hall. At that meeting we hope to be able to agree how we go forward jointly with some or all of the other groups.

Collette Vanner

Secretary, Thornwood Action

