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STRATEGIC ARGUMENTS

Background

1. Policy H1 of the current Oxfordshire Structure Plan sets targets for additional housing provision required in Oxfordshire between April 1996 and April 2011. In total, 35,500 additional dwellings (net) are required, of which Cherwell Borough has an allocation of 11,250 (net). Of these, 4,200 are to be provided in Bicester.

2. In the intervening period since the adoption of the Oxfordshire Structure Plan, housing completions in the County, Cherwell District and Bicester have consistently failed to match planned targets. This is in the context of a new version of RPG 9 which provides for slightly higher housing output for Oxfordshire in the period after 2001 and the following recent central Government initiatives:
· Publication by ODPM of the Communities Plan (February and June 2003)
· Publication by ODPM of Consultation Draft changes to PPG 3 in July 2003
· Publication by the Treasury and ODPM of the Barker Report(
) in March 2004 together with a commitment to address its recommendations over the next year
3. The under supply of new housing in Bicester can be contrasted with increasingly urgent Government initiatives to increase the quantum of housing development, especially in the South East. The issues raised by the development of this 20 hectare site highlight a host of matters which ODPM and the Barker Report, and SEERA also, are trying to address. Gavray Drive could provide some 500 dwellings and can therefore be considered to be a “large site” in housing terms. A significant proportion of potential housing output in the South East will come forward via large sites and thus ODPM is concerned about constraints affecting the delivery of large sites.  Failure to accelerate their delivery will impede ODPM’s Communities Plan objective of progressing action programmes to speed up housing output where under-delivery is occurring.

4. Gallagher Estates has been seeking to progress the development of Gavray Drive since January 1999 when Cherwell District Council invited submissions on the Local Plan Review. The relevant history can be very briefly summarised as follows:

· Gavray Drive was first allocated in the Local Plan for employment use in 1987.  There has been very little market interest in developing the site despite it being marketed.

· In 1995/6 market interest was expressed by Unipart for an automotive pressing plant.  However, despite the site’s zoning this application was refused due to the potential noise impact on neighbouring houses and the adverse effect on the ecology of the site.

· Despite refusing the Unipart application for reasons which underline why the site is unsuitable for employment use, Cherwell District Council (CDC) sought to continue the employment zoning in the First Deposit Consultation Draft Local Plan (December 2000).

· In response to representations to the First Deposit Local Plan, CDC produced a Second Deposit Draft Local Plan in September 2002 which allocated the Gavray Drive site primarily for housing, with ancillary education and transport uses.

· Since the September 2002 Second Deposit Draft Local Plan CDC has vacillated over its Local Plan proposals for Bicester.  Eventually CDC decided to revert its allocation for Gavray Drive back to the First Deposit Local Plan allocation in response to a report on Bicester Airfield.

5. Gavray Drive is not a suitable employment site. Were it so there would have been market interest for a site which has been on the market for over 15 years. Moreover, the Council would not have refused planning permission for the only B2 type company that has shown any interest in developing at Gavray Drive.

6. Gavray Drive is entirely suitable for housing development as has been previously accepted by CDC when it decided to allocate the site for housing in the Second Deposit Draft Local Plan.  There can be no argument that it is not suitable and that it could contribute to the increased level of house building in the South East.

7. The reasons why Gallagher Estates has decided to promote a planning application at this stage are threefold.  First, it is clear that there is no market interest in taking up a site of this scale and in this location for B class development. Second, central Government and regional policy initiatives have recently placed a far greater emphasis on enhanced housing provision in the South East, especially in areas such as Cherwell District which continually fail to achieve planning targets. Third, despite over five years of Local Plan review, CDC is still at least two years away from being able to adopt a Local Plan. In these circumstances it is consistent with Government guidance for an application to be considered at the current time.  

Strategic Justification For Housing Development
8. We now set out in more detail the justification for early development of Gavray Drive.  

Central Government and Regional Guidance

9. Central Government has become increasingly concerned at the extent of undersupply of housing, both nationally and in the South East, where the number of housing completions has been 5,000 per annum less than planned targets.  In the South East, the quantum of new houses in recent history has been significantly less than the rate of household formation
.
10. ODPM’s more recent position on this under performance is set out in the July 2003 publication “Creating Sustainable Communities: Making It Happen – Thames Gateway and the Growth Areas”.  This highlights the fact that the provision of more housing in areas where under-delivery is occurring is a priority and that the Government Office for the South East has set up a Housing Completions Task Force to help tackle this problem. 

11. The Interim Barker Report, published in December 2003, indicates that in the South East, completions are a third less than the rate of projected household formation and 15 per cent less than planned targets. The Treasury and ODPM published the Final Barker Report in March 2004. This recommends an increase in the supply of housing to be released.  Against a national baseline level of 125,000 private sector completions in 2002/3 the report investigates scenarios of an additional 70,000 - 120,000 private sector completions p.a.
12. At a Regional level SEERA is in the process of preparing its revisions to RPG 9. In October 2002 a report was taken to the SEERA Planning Committee which concluded that positive steps were being taken to increase housing supply and tackle the short fall, and that the Regional Assembly, together with other partners, is considering the need for further targeted advice and assistance in particular problem areas.  
13. It is quite clear that both Government and SEERA are determined to increase housing output in the South East, and there is a clear existing policy requirement to do so. This applies equally to areas such as Oxfordshire and Cherwell as well as the Growth Areas.  
Underperformance In Oxfordshire and Cherwell
14. Oxfordshire is undershooting its RPG9 (2001) housing target of 2,430 dwellings p.a. by some 4 per cent.

15. Cherwell’s performance is far worse. The District’s annual requirement 1996-2011 derived from the Oxfordshire Structure Plan is 750 dwellings. Between 1999/2000 and 2001/02 (three years) 1,754 dwellings were completed in Cherwell at an average of 585 dwellings per annum. This is 22 per cent less than the County Structure Plan target which is already 3 per cent less than the current RPG 9 requirement.
16. This pattern of underprovision is also replicated in Bicester where the annual completion rate of 261 dwellings from 1996 to 2003 is 7 per cent less than the planned requirement of 280 dwellings. There is therefore a very major under-provision of new housing in Cherwell and Bicester, with both undershooting the Structure Plan target by some 22 and 7 per cent respectively. 
Need For Immediate Action

17. There is an evident need to achieve an immediate step change in the pace of housing output in Cherwell and Bicester. This cannot wait for two years or more whilst there is continuing debate regarding the Local Plan, as there will always be a time lag of 3-5 years before local policies can begin to take shape on the ground.  If it is concluded that no new allocations can be brought forward it is highly probable that there will be no increase in housing output in Bicester for at least five years from the date of this application.

18. The adopted Cherwell Local Plan ran until 2001 and is now three years out-of-date. Its policies and targets do not reflect the changes in national and regional planning policy guidance which has been issued since 1996.  Given the urgency of the regional requirement to increase the rate of housing development there would be a conflict with Government’s objectives if proposals which are in all other respects perfectly acceptable are continually delayed simply because CDC has failed to adopt a Local Plan to replace one which is out of date.

Acceptability of Gavray Drive For Housing
19. Gavray Drive is a suitable housing site for the following key reasons:

· It is located within the urban envelope of Bicester within a convenient walking or cycling distance of the town centre and major existing employment areas.

· The principle of developing this site is not in doubt; it has been accepted in the Local Plan that it is appropriate to develop here.

· The nature of the site is conducive to residential development which can be accommodated in a way which respects existing landscape and ecological features.

· There are no environmental or any other constraints to residential development other than the flood plain which can be accommodated within the open space allocation on the site.
Unacceptability of Gavray Drive For Large Scale Employment

20. The Gavray Drive site is inappropriate for B2 and B8 uses for the following reasons:

· It is adjacent to existing housing; the noise created by B2/B8 use together with the height, scale and bulk of B2/B8 buildings would be detrimental to a residential environment.

· The traffic generated on Gavray Drive itself by B2/B8 activities would be detrimental to the adjacent residential environment.

· Large scale B2/B8 development would impinge on the wildlife interest on the site and it would not be possible to maintain an acceptable habitat for the crested newts.

· Large scale B2/B8 development could not be provided without destroying trees on the site which are the subject of TPOs.

· It is poor planning to focus further B2/B8 development in the north east quadrant of Bicester near the largest concentration of B2/B8 development in Bicester. A more balanced distribution of employment uses is more appropriate, reducing congestion during peak journey to work periods.

21. For B1 development Gavray Drive is an inappropriate location for four principal reasons:

· Both PPG1 and PPG6 indicate that office and B1 uses and those which attract a large number of people should be concentrated in town centre locations that are well served by public transport.  Given that office and B1 uses are likely to generate a substantial number of jobs there are potential sites in Bicester Town Centre which better accord with this guidance.  
· Draft Planning Policy Statement 1 and Draft Planning Policy Statement 6 further suggest that office and B1 uses are more appropriately located in town centres, in order to promote their vitality and viability, social inclusion and more sustainable patterns of development.  Furthermore, Draft PPS 6 notes that jobs and services should be located in town centres wherever possible and appropriate.
· Gavray Drive is not appropriate for large scale B1 development for many of the same environmental/ecological reasons that B2 development is not.

· Fundamentally, Gavray Drive is in the wrong location to attract investment in large scale new out of town B1 space; the preferred location in Bicester which would be fully supported by the market is alongside the A41 on the Local Plan zoned site which is prominent, visible and with easy access to the M40.

Absence of Need For Employment Development

22. There has been no market interest in developing employment uses at Gavray Drive because Bicester is well supplied with employment space, with supply outstripping demand. This is illustrated in the table below.
	
	New space
	Second hand space

	Demand (per year) based on last 5 years
	8,377 m2
	7,463 m2

	Current supply (m2)
	28,313 m2
	27,037 m2

	Current supply (years)
	3.4 years
	3.6 years

	Future supply from development sites (m2)
	113,420 m2
	n/a

	Future supply from development sites (years)
	13.5 years
	n/a


23. There are four sites (excluding Gavray Drive) at Station Approach, Bicester Airfield, east of the A41 and at the A41 hotel/leisure site which are capable of supporting some 113,420 m2 of built B class space. 
24. If we apply the typical take-up rates shown above it can be seen that the current second hand/refurbished B class stock represents 3.6 years’ worth of demand.  The current supply of new space represents 3.4 years of demand and the four identified sites would support 13.5 years’ worth of demand. In total, therefore, there are potentially more than 20 years supply of new and second hand employment space in Bicester.
25. There is no evidence that demand in Bicester has been constrained by a lack of potential supply. Furthermore there can be no realistic market justification for CDC seeking to plan for more than 10-15 years’ worth of demand.  Certainly it is not Government policy that CDC should seek to do so.
July 2003 Consultation Draft PPG 3
26. PPG3 requires local planning authorities which have employment allocations that cannot realistically be taken up over the lifetime of the plan to review their non-housing allocations when preparing development plans and to consider whether some of this land might be better used for housing. The consultation draft changes to PPG 3 indicate that applicants for planning permission for housing on land allocated for employment uses in development plans should expect “sympathetic handling of planning proposals” where there is no need for the land to be allocated for employment use.

27. CDC has not undertaken a rigorous appraisal of the demand for employment land nor has it considered realistically the extent to which Gavray Drive is suitable for this use.  In circumstances where there is a clear need to accelerate the pace of housing development, there is a strong presumption that the guidance set out in the existing and proposed changed PPG 3 should be followed and housing development at Gavray Drive should be permitted.

28. We consider that the Council has not sought to examine the realistic extent of demand “over the life time of the development plan”. It relies upon an approach which seeks to exactly match the projected working population in a Bicester labour market area with an equivalent number of jobs. 
29. There is no national or regional planning policy guidance to support an approach which seeks to achieve an exact match between the number of jobs and the workforce in a town as small as Bicester. Such an approach also ignores the realities of Bicester’s location and market position. Bicester does not perform a major service centre role, being overshadowed by larger towns. Furthermore, it is so accessible to other major employment centres that it will be difficult for Bicester to progress to any notional concept of full self-containment.

Conclusions
30. It is clear that housing completions in Oxfordshire, Cherwell District and in Bicester have consistently failed to match planned targets.  This is at odds with regional and national policy and guidance which is seeking to bring forward new housing development, especially in the South East.
31. Despite its allocation for employment use, the site at Gavray Drive is not suitable for B Class uses.  There are a number of site specific obstacles to development of Gavray Drive for employment uses, and other, more appropriate sites exist elsewhere which provide more than 20 years’ worth of space for employment use.  Gavray Drive is, however, a suitable site for housing.  Its location within the urban envelope of Bicester and its site specific characteristics are compatible with residential development.

32. We conclude that the allocation of the Gavray Drive site for employment uses is inappropriate and recommend that it be revised in order to permit residential development. 
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