LEWES COALITION LDF SUBMISSION


The Process

Some members of our coalition were unaware of what was involved until the public meeting on July 1st. This made the response deadline of July 16th very tight. We feel that the advertising of and publicity about the process and its importance could be  a lot stronger, and that it must be taken into account that the local paper is the main means of communication for many local issues. Perhaps this could be rectified at the next stage of the consultation, and publicity about events and the process made clearer and more widely distributed

There are also uncertainties about whether the new coalition government supports the LDF process and we remain unsure about whether it will go ahead – it would be useful to have clarification on this before too much time and effort is expended on it, as we do not wish to see goodwill and enthusiasm for the process wasted.
In general we feel that whilst the aims and tenor of the document are admirable, much of the planning practice within Lewes in recent years has been antithetical to the aims outlined in the topic papers. We are aware that there are many legislative  impediments to implementing such idealised aims. It would be useful to have some of these conflicts of interest inherent in current planning policies referred to more explicitly, and a clearer picture of how they might be overcome in the future in order to achieve the admirable objectives outlined.

Conservation Area/National Park status
We feel that there is not enough emphasis in the papers on the unique nature of much of Lewes’s architecture and townscape, and the need to preserve it for future generations. (Scoping Report in topic paper 9 page 2 seems to be only real acknowledgement of the need to actively ensure historic buildings and features are ‘conserved and enhanced’ )

Connected with this is the need to have much clearer guidelines about how National Park status will affect decision making in the future, particularly with regard to planning decisions. For example, 2 significant buildings, Canon O’Donnell Hall and the barn in Mountfield Road are currently under threat of demolition, and the twittens at the centre of the historic core have been compromised and degraded by recently approved building developments. Topic paper 1 states that Lewes town is ‘one of the best preserved market towns in England’, but we contend that the way in which planning legislation has been interpreted in recent years has not safeguarded its unique characteristics, and that if this is an inevitable consequence of permissive planning legislation it ought to be a much more prominent focus for consideration in the consultation papers, alongside proposals for redressing the situation. 

Housing: planning for the future 

We agree that there should be a greater emphasis on building affordable housing which has life long status rather than allowing developers to produce minimal standard housing for the private market with scant provision of affordable housing. We would also like to see sharper clarification of terminology – much of the housing called ‘affordable’ is in fact very expensive part own/part rent schemes, whereas few mixed schemes which have been approved or completed in Lewes have/will deliver truly affordable, rented accommodation. 

The topic papers do not address the problem that a number of developments currently have planning permission but have not been built because of the economic situation If they were to be built, they would give Lewes a surfeit of unaffordable substandard ‘rabbit hutch’ development (eg Southdown Road, Clayhill Phase 2) Similar units which have already been delivered have proved hard to let/sell, such as those in The Printworks, suggesting that they do not meet local needs
We think that there is a significant ‘time-bomb’ of a backlog of planning approvals which do not meet the housing or sustainability standards outlined in various sections of the papers – of particular relevance to topic paper 4’s aim to ‘ensure that all new development is designed to a high standard’ – we feel that there should be a strategy outlined for reconsidering them if they come up for renewal of planning permission.

There should be more robust control of new building in order to avert the kind of problems associated with contracting out building control, or failure to comply with approved plans.
There should also be a much more robust strategy to enforce maximum proportions of affordable housing in future developments and to ensure that they are fit for purpose, with an emphasis on providing housing for families and the increasing elderly population as identified in the papers.
The need to deliver affordable housing via private developments results in town
cramming and the delivery of more private houses to get a few affordable flats rather than the family houses that are needed. Most single households would not choose to live in one bed flats if they could afford not to do so.  Therefore lots of one beds are not useful unless the development is designed with guest rooms eg for elderly residents.  Most people would choose a two bed unit to allow for visitors.

Young people

We also feel that the needs of young people for recreational space and things to do has not been sufficiently addressed, and should be a significant aspect of future housing plans as much recent development has been dense and has not included outside space for families, increasing the need for public recreational facilities.
Flooding
We welcome the fact that we now have 2 high quality studies to guide planning decisions, the Strategic Flood Risk Assessment and The Urban Drainage Report, but we feel that they have not been given enough prominence in these papers. It is extremely difficult for an ordinary person to physically get access to the SFRA – it would be helpful if a paper copy could be available for inspection, and the key points extracted in a summative version.(It is very useful to have key policy documents on other issues summarised and attached to the topic papers)

 We also need clarification on how the LDC interpret the planning implications of the categories of risk identified in the document, in particular the ‘functional floodplain’ which has significance for several pending planning applications. Without this clarification we feel that it will be very difficult to engage in informed discussion/debate, within the context of developing the LDF and in response to individual planning proposals, most significantly the North Street development covered in Topic Paper  7.
The Urban Drainage Report is a significant and evidence based document which is not referred to in the papers - we feel should have been referenced in several of the papers as its remit goes beyond fluvial flooding to address the issue of ground water and drainage flooding not mitigated by flood defences but of significance in safeguarding existing buildings and should be a material consideration in planning future developments
We feel that the recent decision to build on one of the few remaining sections of natural flood-plain in the town, Malling Brooks, was wrong, and hope that future decisions will take into account existing natural  flood-defence features such as this site which acts as a natural sponge to absorb runoff and ground water, rather than relying on expensive and unproven engineered defences.

North Street (topic paper 7)
We feel that decision making about this area is very dependent on the SFRA clarification mentioned in the section above. We strongly support the proposal that development on the site should enhance the local economy and housing needs of local people rather than high density building for the private housing market. (option D)
We feel that LDC could play a significant role in determining that the site is developed to enhance the local community as they own significant parts of it which gives them increased leverage in decision making. We would like this power to be used in order to support innovative housing options such as housing co-ops, and support of the Lewes Land Trust in seeking a new way to finance development to retain community and local control.

Climate change/sustainablility
We feel that the implications of climate change warrant even greater emphasis as they should be a material consideration in planning the future development of the town, particularly in view of recently produced projections which suggest that the longevity of existing flood defences is likely to be significantly affected in the near future by changing weather patterns and increased seasonal rainfall which, combined with rising sea levels will increase the vulnerability of areas in the functional flood plain, despite our best efforts to protect them.

We also need to establish robust mechanisms whereby planning guidelines can be established in cases, which will inevitably arise, where there is a conflict between functionality and aesthetics when individuals and organisations plan to install devices such as windmills and photovoltaic panels in order to work towards self sufficiency. We foresee that there will be a need to work collaboratively in this new area in order to preserve the visual aspects of the town’s special nature whilst being innovative in our approach towards the challenge of achieving carbon neutral status.
We also feel that guidelines for planning should be more robust to address climate change and there should be greater demands made on developers to provide well insulated, carbon neutral homes, with permeable outside surfaces to absorb ground water (cf unnecessary paving over of greenfield site, Clay hill Nurseries)
Economic changes 
Paper 3 makes an assumption of continued growth and the retention of County Hall as a key employer and commercial impetus in the town. 

Whilst we appreciate that the exercise cannot indulge in speculative ‘what if…’ thinking, there ought to be consideration for alternative scenarios. If County Hall were to move, the economy and nature of the town would change significantly, and it is likely that it would become more of a dormitory town and less commercially vibrant in retail and service sector. 

We feel that more attention should be paid in the papers to the threats and opportunities to commercial development visible from this point, and that greater diversification should be an aim in developing business opportunities in the town. (topic paper 6 p 4 – endorse need to review Retail Study of Lewes District in view of changed economic climate)

We do not feel that it is safe to assume that Lewes’s ‘thriving town centre’ is secure, but that careful thought should be given to nurturing and protecting threats to commerce and business such as: negative impact of chain shops (expanding Tesco, Waitrose), hostile parking scheme, high business rates, economic downturn, increasingly elderly population, lack of opportunity/affordability for young people, traffic problems in the town making deliveries to businesses problematic, threat of flooding
Tourism – do we let it happen or do we manage it?
National Park status is likely to bring with it increased numbers of tourists who will be a potential source of economic growth but could also, if not managed, bring in more human and vehicular traffic to an already crowded centre, without contributing significantly to the economy. Although this is mentioned in a number of places in the papers, we feel that it warrants greater emphasis – maybe it should be a separate topic paper in view of its significance.
There is much experience and many case-studies from other National Parks and more developed tourist locations which could be called upon to use as guidance in planning to pre-empt negative consequences of tourism and harness its commercial potential. We agree that tourist should be encouraged to come without cars and be guided to walk around and from the town – there would need to be planned routes and signage, and ‘honey pots’ such as the castle and priory be managed sensitively. 

Future development will need to take into account the likely rise in tourism and the need to cater for them spatially and commercially.

We feel that this is such a significant future development which can be anticipated in the light of our status as ‘gateway’ to the newly formed national park that it should be given greater prominence in the papers, and more thought should be given to how it will be managed and developed.
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