
NOTES OF THE MEETING - PLANNED ECO TOWN RAF COLTISHALL, HELD ON 9 JUNE 2008 AT THE VILLAGE HALL SWANTON ABBOT

PRESENT: 

N. Lamb, M.P., 

C. Wilkins District Cllr. Worstead Ward

North Norfolk District Council: J. Fisher, S. Blatch

Broadland District Council: B. Burgess

Swanton Abbot P.C.: G. Williams (Chair), M. Vaughan, B. O’Hanlon

Coltishall P.C.: J. Harding, M. Farrington, P. Thomas

Tunstead P.C.: R. Cannon (and Scottow)

Hainford P.C.: A. Cowles, S. Fuller

Skeyton P.C.: D. Pennington, J. Hughes

Westwick Meeting: R. Mace

North Walsham T.C.: B. Wexler

Worstead P.C.: K. O’Hara, R. Barrett

Buxton with Lamas: 1 person remained unnamed.

Glyn Williams (Chair) welcomed everybody and apologised for the absence of Swanton Abbot’s Chairman Clive Haden, who was unable to attend due to work commitments.

He felt that the proposals for the site were too vague and lacking in any detail to comment on as part of the DCLG consultation due on the 30th June 2008. The timescales were unacceptably short and there was now a significant change to the scale of development that is not reflected in the DCLG documentation.  The major concern is that the Eco Town process is being pursued outside the recently established LDF process and there was lack of commitment to community engagement. There is a need to respond to the consultation and to inform NNDC, Broadland DC and NCC of our views. This could be on both an individual and collective basis.

Jill Fisher, NNDC, provided an update following a recent meeting at DCLG.  The Eco Town proposals are a unique process which is being managed by government and the appointed ‘Challenge Panel’ – (members knowledgeable in the field of Eco towns and sustainable design etc).The Panel will not be deciding which schemes go ahead, but is intended to help developers refine the environmental credentials of their proposals. The panel considered that the presentation for the RAF Coltishall base was one of the best made, the principles of sustainable construction are being met with good design, but there was some concern that it might be in the wrong place if transport links cannot be fully achieved.

These proposals are outside the normal planning system, but planning policy questions remain: What is the impact on the area (2,500 – 10,000 houses)? Is it economically viable to provide the required infrastructure? Is the Eco town in the right location and sustainable within the settlement hierarchy of North Norfolk?

Plans for sewerage, drainage and surface water systems take years to sort out, and such a significant increase in housing numbers will require a review of the LDF (and the Regional Spatial Strategy)

National Government policy has never previously been so site specific on local level schemes as with this proposal.

John Harding, Coltishall PC: During the meeting with R. Davies, the developer, he felt that Mr. Davies believed the Coltishall bid was in a strong position and that the decision about 10 of the 15 developments listed within the consultation document would be accepted would be made in October 08, with construction starting in 2009. He was alarmed and astonished at the speed this was being steamrolled by the Government without the normal consultation with North Norfolk District Council or local communities. 

Norman Lamb, MP, felt the process was unacceptable with no genuine involvement of stakeholders, or regard to existing planning policies or processes.

He is in favour of eco construction and had met with Mr. R. Davies, who does not have any previous experience in Eco development, although he had taken forward some impressive developments elsewhere in the area.

Mr. Lamb said he has no idea how the 15 developments listed in the consultation document have been selected, he certainly was not briefed by the Minister before the announcement. The proposal for 10,000 houses would probably have to spill out of the Coltishall site on to the Bure Valley.

He thought other factors like the changing of the coastline due to environmental changes, the possible plans to flood 6 villages along the coast and the impact of people being moved from the coast into the Broads area may have been taken into consideration. Mrs. Farrington believe what he said is that the panel suggested extra housing would be needed in the area for the people who lost their homes due to coastal flooding but commented that as this is in 50 years time how does that fit in with the timescale for the ECO town

The Government initial appraisal of the Coltishall proposal suggested that the Norwich Northern Bypass was essential for this scheme, but the full funding is not available. Strategic Planning for the Norwich Area does not appear to have been considered properly by government as part of the Eco town bid.

Steve Blatch, NNDC, confirmed that NNDC had no prior knowledge of this scheme and that the timeframe was very short, as the concept was only announced last summer. The list of 15 bids was only published in April of this year. NNDC supports the principle of eco-town developments, but has a range of concerns particularly on infrastructure and impact on adjoining settlements.

He mentioned that Mr. Davies had objected to parts of the LDF proposals, at the recent Inspectors hearing, and sought to promote reference to the potential of an eco-town development at the Coltishall site but that that the Council had not included such a proposal in the LDF Core Strategy, as it had not consulted local communities on any such development at that location.

He had attended a meeting with DCLG, Broadland District Council and Norfolk County Council for discussions on all aspects of the scheme including transport issues in February, but no further contact had been had between the authorities and the Government before the consultation document issued on 3 April. 

Following the announcement the local authorities had written to the scheme developers with a list of 30 questions to respond to in detail, as there are major concerns about the proposals including infrastructure requirements.

Local authority officers have been requested by government to engage with the developers to clarify/resolve these issues and promote the concept of Eco Towns on a “without prejudice” basis to the position formally adopted by their authorities

A first stage financial feasibility study should be completed by the developer by 30 June.

Mr. Blatch emphasised that it was important to include consultation comments about the speed with which this process /consultation is taking place. The deadline of 30.06.08 is the end of the consultation and although the sites will not be finalised then, there is unlikely to a further chance to comment on the principle. 

He mentioned that some of the 15 sites were old air force bases, which had planning proposals for new settlements rejected in the past. RAF Coltishall had been dismissed as a site for significant development by the District Council in the past due to the lack of amenities / infrastructure. 

The Eco Town process promoted by central government has changed the situation, with NNDC supporting principle of such development at a Full Council meeting held in April. The Council has a further opportunity to consider its position with respect to the Coltishall proposal on 30th June. 

NNDC would like to receive all community comments to get wider views - accepted up to midday of 30.06.2008. (the date of Full Council)

Marilyn Farrington (Coltishall P.C) expressed concern about the very undemocratic way this process is being handled and the timescales involved. Also concerns with how do people travel to and from their places of employment in an Eco Town? Is the developer going to carry all the costs?

Cath Wilkins, District Cllr. for the Worstead Ward, mentioned that the proposals had in her view, been rushed through at NNDC. She promised to raise this issue again as the lack of involvement of businesses and communities was a major concern.

She feels that the haste of the scheme is inappropriate and thinks NNDC should remain neutral in terms of support.

She mentioned that only a limited survey of the wildlife had been carried out.

She wondered what the impact would be on the agricultural industry.

Anthony Cowles, Hainford P.C. felt that the lack of democracy and issues with the site itself were not being addressed properly in the time scale available.

Paul Thomas, Coltishall P.C., felt a collective and an individual response to the scheme should be given. Do we genuinely need an Eco town, the changes to transport requirements would be far too big. This scheme should not be driven by the Government, but democratically decided upon at a local level.

Bob O’Hanlon mentioned that there is no answer to what the base line price is for low cost houses and the funding for affordable housing changes every few months.

Ben Burgess, Broadland District Council, was not sure about the final response of this District Council, but felt the general community opinion would be taken into account.

David Pennington, Skeyton P.C. mentioned the only certainty in the proposals was the number of houses to be constructed, everything else is in ‘due course’. This is not acceptable if we are expected to respond to a consultation.

The report from Coltishall Group does not do justice to the affected villages, no detailed information is available. More time is needed for proper engagement. Objections should be made against the scheme because of its vagueness.

Other general comments/areas of concern made by members of this meeting include:-

Is this strategically the right place? First it was a ‘village’ now a town with 10,000 houses (North Walsham has 5,200 houses!).

No real employment opportunities - the village is not in the A47 catchment / travel area.

The democratic process is being steamrolled: yes to eco construction and the village concept, but no to it becoming a town. How is it sustainable? It would be ideal on the other side of Cambridge with the right infrastructure and employment.

Action

Full involvement of parishioners in the consultation was deemed impossible because of the time scale. Coltishall P.C. had already tried this via its newsletter, but there had been very little response without more detail on the scheme, in Swanton Abbot residents seem more concerned. Each Parish to carry out appropriate consultation for the local situation – Parish Council meeting, leaflet drop, public meeting etc.

The general feeling is that a coordinated response as well as individual responses by the Parish Councils should be submitted. 

The Chairman proposed a small group to draft a consultation response, which would be circulated to all members present for comment. He could offer a local authority background and invited Paul Thomas to join because of his work in communications.

Paul Thomas (declared an interest) suggested media involvement to enable the parishioners and the wider community to gain a better picture of what is proposed and what may happen in the future. This was supported and agreed.

The key themes/issues that will be raised in the response to the DGLG:

1:
Democracy  -  undermined by the short timescale of the process and being 

            outside the NNDC LDF process

2:
Proposed size – impact on settlement hierarchy in North Norfolk outside the 

3
Transport infrastructure – requirements and viability

4:
Sustainability – employment, location, education and environmental issues

The members to draft the collective response are:

1:
Glynn Williams
Swanton Abbot Parish Council

2:
Jason Hughes

Skeyton Parish Council

3:
Paul Thomas

Coltishall Parish Council

4:
Ron Barrett

Worstead Parish Council

The group to meet as soon as possible.

All responses, collective and individual should go to the DGLG and copied in to Norman Lamb MP., North Norfolk District and Norfolk County Council.

Steve Blatch asked whether he could mention this meeting to the developer - Mr. Davies - agreed.

Brian Wexley, North Walsham TC., will speak to the Griffon Area Partnership and seek involvement.

A meeting to question Mr R Davies open to all parishes and parishioners was suggested if Mr Davies was in agreement and  a large enough hall is available.

All members will be sent notes of the meeting and the draft consultation response via email to their own address or if that is not available to the Parish Council’s email address.

Glynn Williams was thanked for organising the meeting, which closed at 10.40.
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