
CONSULTATION - Planning Application


Response of the Economic Development Officer, 11 February 2015

Application No:14/02025/HYBRID

Applicant’s Name: EP Barrus

Proposal:
	FULL - Phase 1 - 9,844 sq.m. warehouse; service yard for loading and unloading of HGVs and parking provision for 6 No cars, 4 No HGV lorries, 8 No trailers and a bicycle shelter; new vehicular access at northern end of site off Chilgrove Drive; improved visibility splays onto Camp Road and new landscaping treatment around the boundary of the site; 

OUTLINE - Phase 2 - 9,137 sq.m. manufacturing and storage facility; 3,000 sq.m. two storey office and training school; new vehicular parking area incorporating car parking, motorcycle spaces and a bicycle shelter and new vehicular access onto Camp Road 


	Location:


OS Parcel 1570 Adjoining And West Of Chilgrove Drive And Adjoining And North Of Camp Road Upper Heyford

I have had direct contact with EP Barrus over the years and have visited the warehouse, factory and offices in Bicester several times.
Company Background

E.P.Barrus, established in 1917, is today a key employer in Bicester and an important  part of the community.  The company imports and distributes tools and machinery, adding considerable value through its technical testing, development and training facilities. Today around 150 staff are directly employed by Barrus, including graduate engineers and apprentices.  The company turnover is £50m which is hoped to expand to £100m in future.

Real Estate
EP Barrus moved in 1977 to its purpose-built premises in Launton Rd, Bicester. Freehold ownership of its site has been central to the company developing a long-term approach to its operation.  However, the growth of the business led to a need for additional warehousing space; c.10,000 sq.m was rented at the MoD’s nearby C Site but notice was served to vacate by 31 Dec 2013.  In preparation for this, in 2012, planning permission was granted for the extension of the existing buildings in the form of a RUBB tension membrane fabric building attached to the existing warehouse building.  Additional rented space was also needed and the nearest available was at Heyford Park, the sites currently used for storage and distribution.  
Whist the RUBB building, new access and extended car park have helped the main site, the restrictions on space and some dated facilities are constraints on the businesses growth potential.  The split-site operations create further inefficiencies and place further costs on the business’s operational effectiveness.  Relocation and expansion onto a new, single site is therefore entirely understandable and welcomed.
Identifying a new site
The submitted ‘Needs Assessment’ document concludes “that there are no appropriate, available, suitable or viable sites for Barrus to occupy within the district other than the application site, and they would have to relocate outside the district if this proposal were not supported”.
In addition to the supporting documents, I am aware that EP Barrus and its agents have explored various sites over the years in Bicester, Banbury and beyond.  I would agree that the appropriateness, availability and suitability of alternatives have been in limited supply since 2006, especially in Bicester.  This has led the town’s businesses to look elsewhere in the district (e.g. Heyford Park), or beyond (e.g. Westcott Park and south of Oxford) for short-term solutions, generally for storage whilst all have retained their main base in Bicester.

Only recently, with investment finance available, is there a resurgence of strategic developer activity in commercial schemes; for example at Bicester Business Park, to open access to key sites.  The Local Plan, by identifying a range of new sites around the town, also begins to address the issue raised in the Cherwell Economic Development Strategy that a range of alternative sites are required to stimulate the market to meet the needs of businesses, introduce positive competition and to match the supply of land with the high demand expected of a key growth town.

The situation today with regard to a sequential test of alternative sites is provided but lacks detail.  In para 4.33, the ‘Needs Document’ for instance suggests that sites in Banbury, Bicester and Kidlington oare “not of relevance”. It is unclear, therefore, how it was used to conclude that the proposed site is more appropriate than those identified in the Local Plan.  For example, with sufficient land and a location close to Barrus’s existing site, why is Bicester 11 (Skimmingdish Lane) unsuitable?  I can understand that, for example, Graven Hill is unsuitable due to availability only in 2019 but Bicester Business Park is being developed and could be considered suitable (and therefore should have been more fully considered in the submission).
Given that 84% of the 150 employees live in Cherwell, an assessment of suitable sites in, for instance, Banbury at Central M40 or Southam Rd/Noral Way would be expected.  I understand that other (unallocated) sites were examined by Barrus in Banbury but at least one of those has now been identified within the resubmitted Local Plan (east of M40 at J10) which may be expected to increase the cost of the land.
This leads to the key question of viability. The judgement of what is viable (or not) appears to have has been made but the evidence appears not to be included within the submitted application.  This would be helpful to see as it appears fundamental to the reasoning that no sites identified and allocated through the Local Plan process are more appropriate for the (specific) needs of EP Barrus.
The application site at Heyford Park
EP Barrus has become synonymous with Bicester and many of the staff live within the town. Whilst it would be unfortunate for this link with the town to be broken, Heyford is within reasonable commuting distance.  As a responsible employer, Barrus would undoubtedly support its staff with transport arrangements meaning that job losses would not be expected.  Indeed, the considerable investment proposed would be expected to lead to considerable employment growth.  
The current use of rented warehousing at Heyford has clearly demonstrated to the company that this location is suitable for its distribution activity.  The Transport Statement, however, concludes that there would be “no net increase on the road network as part of phase one” but is this correct as the three units currently being rented by Barrus would then be available to be used by other businesses leading to a likely net increase on the road network?  Such a net increase may well be considered acceptable but I would expect clarity to be made of this.
The site is well located for LGV access to the M40 J10 for the operations of Barrus.  The impact upon Middleton Stoney should be fully considered for both LGVs and cars.

Located adjacent to Heyford Park, the proposal is presented as a “rounding off” of the settlement.  Given the ‘gateway’ entrance to Heyford Park, the proposed green colours to soften the impact are helpful and should be supplemented by effective landscaping.  This would be of benefit to maintaining a rural fringe adjacent to a residential area and caravan and camping park.

The increasing number and variety of residential dwellings at Heyford Park will provide more opportunities to live and work in close proximity.  That proximity should be balanced by ensuring that homes and businesses are not built too close to each other to avoid operational conflict in future.
Conclusion

Overall, I consider the specific site proposed for this development to be very good in enhancing the employment provision at Heyford Park, especially through phase two of the development.  It would mean that Bicester losses a key employer but should ensure that existing staff are retained and that further jobs are created and safeguarded in future.  Also, the current site at Launton Rd would become available for a new business or neighbouring businesses to expand on to.  This would be extremely important to ensure adequate provision of business premises in the town.  It should also provide a net benefit of increasing employment land supply that is genuinely available for development.
I would, however, suggest that the ‘Needs Assessment’ should be properly completed in assessing the availability of alternative sites, and that the viability issue is made more transparent.  This should allow a clearer rationale, if it is the case, as to why all sites identified in the Local Plan are less suitable.
The retention and expansion of EP Barrus in Cherwell is to be welcomed and I hope that the shortcomings of the documentation are resolved to allow a clear decision to be made in support of the company and the jobs it provides.
Steven Newman, Economic Development Officer, Cherwell District Council

PAGE  

