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Introduction

Following the ATLAS Building for Life assessment and subsequent discussions, it has been agreed with Cherwell District Council that ATLAS will provide initial, high level comments on the form and structure of the current, exemplar proposal. In line with ATLAS advice, the comments contained within this note are provided from an independent perspective, with the sole aim of seeking to assist with the design evolution of the current proposal, towards a high quality outcome.

It is the understanding of ATLAS that both CDC and the applicants are seeking to provide an exemplary development that both meets with the requirements of the Ecotowns supplement to PPS1 (and specifically the requirement therein to achieve a minimum of Silver BFL) and overcomes the concerns of Cabe, as expressed in their letter of 1st March 2011. It is the view of ATLAS that for the proposed development to be classed as a national exemplar, it must by definition stand out form the norm and must also set the tone for a high quality environment across the Masterplan development as a whole. Within this context that the comments below are focussed upon the key fundamentals of the scheme (rather than being an exhaustive critique), as it is considered that if these are correct, ultimately quality of detail will follow.

Density
It is the view of ATLAS that the current density is too low to encourage sustainable, walkable neighbourhoods. It is accepted that the actual density figure is still under discussion, but in any event the current proposals lack a rich and appropriate mix of densities across the site. Rather the current submission proposes a rather uniform and low density that does not appear to be responsive to the concept as advocated in the emerging Masterplan for the overall site. This is identified as a particularly important point in terms of providing an exemplar for the remainder of the development, which should be encouraging an environment that encourages sustainable living.

In the event that it is not possible to significantly increase the densities across the site, it is suggested that a greater mix of densities at least be encouraged (with higher densities around the proposed communal facilities) and it should be made clear to all parties concerned that the relatively lower densities within this proposal will not set a precedent for future phases, otherwise the concept of walkable and sustainable neighbourhoods across the ecotown will be fatally flawed.

House Types

It is considered by ATLAS that the range and mix of house types proposed is restrictive and not responsive to the context of the site. There appears to be an over dominance of large, family homes and a lack of flexibility within the individual designs that result in the appearance that house types have been ‘imported’ to the site, rather than being responsive.

The introduction of further house types, that are able to respond to the characteristics of the site will create a more responsive and coherent layout and in particular consideration should be given to more appropriate corner plots, the use of terrace runs, the creation of landmark and statement buildings in key locations etc. Ultimately, the streets need to be defined by more structured and coherent built form.

Parking Solutions

There currently appears to be a lack of flexibility around solutions for off street parking with a limited option of either parking to the front of properties or within rear parking courts. 

As with the point above, the lack of flexible solutions restricts the design of plot shapes and therefore the responsiveness of houses to the site. A mixture of design solutions will create flexibility within the whole layout and will enable more variable highway solutions to achieve a more structured and coherent residential layout. Parking needs to be more integrated to support the streetscene. In addition, thought needs to be given to the overall ratio of parking to homes as this currently appears to be high.
Conclusion
The above comments are made in an attempt to assist with the design evolution of the scheme and are formulated from the relevant policy basis and information available to date. ATLAS recognise that they are not exhaustive, but are willing to assist both CDC and the applicants to pursue and agree further amendments (should they wish), as necessary to achieve a development that is both exemplary and conforms to the emerging Masterplan for the wider site.
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