Minutes of the Meeting of the Environment Committee held 26th March 2008.  Cont … 
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MINUTES
Meeting of:
Environment Committee
Date:

Wednesday, 26th March 2008


Present:  Councillors:
S.E.
Hicks

(Chairman)




P.A.
Heath


Mrs
P.M.
Lee


Mrs
J.M.
Money

Also in attendance:


Councillor
M.C.M.
Lager



P.

Munson
Deputy Director of Planning



Ms
J

Strathern
Planning Policy Officer

APOLOGIES

Apologies for absence were received from Councillors Miss L. Barlow, B. Rose and W.S. Tearle.

116.
INTERESTS

No interests were declared at this time but later in the Meeting at Minute 117 – Current Progress on preparation of Local Development Framework, Core Strategy, Councillor M.C.M. Lager declared a personal interest as he is a Member of the Local Development Framework Panel at Braintree District Council and at Minute 118 – Growth Options for Witham, Councillor Mrs P.M. Lee declared a personal interest as she is a resident of the Maltings Lane estate.

ADJOURNMENT

The Chairman adjourned the Meeting for comment from the members of press present but as none was made, reconvened immediately.
117.
CURRENT PROGRESS ON PREPARATION OF LOCAL DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORK, CORE STRATEGY

The Chairman welcomed Mr Munson and Ms Stathern to the Meeting.
Mr Munson explained that this was a second Meeting to the one held in November 2007 and an opportunity to obtain Members’ views with regard the proposals for Witham.  He stressed that no decisions had yet been taken.
Mr Munson talked about the differences to the old Local Plan process as the new Framework will consist of a number of different documents.  The key document is the Core Strategy which sets out the general development of the district for the next fifteen plus years to 2025.  Specific sites for development are identified in the Allocations Document.  He explained that much time had been spent in preparation, with consultations and studies being undertaken.  
Mr Munson explained that two important studies for Witham had been completed, the Urban Capacity Study and Employment Land Review.  These studies had been undertaken by consultants with potential sites identified for housing.  All employment sites had been inspected and it was considered that as the Industrial Estates had been built in the 1960s/70s they meet modern requirements in relation to layout, location and road layout.  These key studies and others are available on the District Council Web Site.
118.
GROWTH OPTIONS FOR WITHAM

Mr Munson then moved on to discuss growth options for Witham.  He explained that as part of the Core Strategy setting out growth and location, it was necessary to meet targets set out in the Regional and County Structure Plans.  Housing requirements are no longer as high as in the past, with just 290 dwellings required per year between 2006 to 2021.  He considered that present land availability would be sufficient until 2012/3 before requiring additional sites.
A list of sites with a potential for development had been drawn up following consultation with land owners and developers and was circulated to Members.  Potential sites in Witham had been highlighted.  He stressed the need to demonstrate sustainable principles, consequently growth would be focused on the three towns but mainly Braintree and Witham because of their location and rail links.
Councillor P.A. Heath considered that there should be no major development in the town until the problems with the Maltings Lane estate had been resolved.  Members shared this view as no amenities had yet been built for the residents and the estate was not directly served by a bus.

Whilst sharing these concerns regarding Maltings Lane and the need to build self contained but integrated communities, Councillor M.C.M. Lager suggested that the Town Council should agree a Vision for Witham.  He listed the good qualities, the fact that Witham is in the middle of Essex, with good rail links and adjacent to the A12.  He considered that better transport links to Stansted were required.  He spoke of the possible creation of two Academies for Secondary Education in 2010/2011 and the installation of a new all weather sports pitch.  He believed that the town is safe and feels safe for its residents, good for businesses and for families alike.  He spoke of the need for additional affordable housing and suggested that the number of dwellings that triggered the requirement to provide affordable housing should be lowered and possibly the percentage increased.  He added that he would like people to have the opportunity to work locally to save on fares and time in commuting.
Councillor Mrs P.M. Lee agreed with the comments regarding Maltings Lane as there are no facilities for residents and no place for children to play.

Members agreed with Councillor Lager’s comments but asked that the problems regarding Maltings Lane be taken on board.  It was considered that medical facilities in the town were not good enough and that despite surgeries in Witham being full, no health provision had yet been made on the estate.

The Chairman endorsed the comments regarding the lack of facilities on Maltings Lane particularly for young people.  He was especially concerned that at a time when the Town Council was trying to sustain allotments, those in Conrad Road had been highlighted as a possible area for future development.
Mr Munson stressed that no decisions had been taken regarding land for future development and these sites had been only suggested as possible areas for residential development.  He said that the original planning permission for Malting Lane had been granted in 2000 and a revised Section 106 Agreement would shortly be put to the Witham Area Committee.  He explained that the problem with Maltings Lane stemmed from the Consortium of Landowners/Developers and the District Council would not wish to replicate this situation.  He suggested that the Great Notley development had been far better, with a master plan and only one developer.  He considered that it was unfair to criticise the District Council for all the faults on Maltings Lane.
The Chairman re-iterated his points concerning the lack of facilities on Maltings Lane and the need to conserve the allotments which had originally belonged to Witham Urban District Council.  

Mr Munson urged Members to look ahead as to how they wished Witham to develop.  He agreed that the issue of affordable housing was appropriate to the Core Strategy.  In answer to a question he advised that a 30% affordable housing provision is required on developments of 15 or more dwellings, or sites over half an hectare.  He said that the District Council receives lots of applications for sites for 14 dwellings.
119.
WITHAM TOWN CENTRE REGENERATION

Mr Munson explained that the regeneration of town centres is an important part of the Core Strategy.  He said that in Witham the District Council would be concentrating on the Newlands Precinct and as it owns the car park behind the precinct it was in a good position to influence improvements.  The Town Centre could be improved with better shops and part of the Core Strategy would be to build on the results of consultations as to how this could be achieved.

Mr Munson said that the HERS scheme is in place to commence at the start of April with funding from Witham Town, Braintree District and Essex County Councils and English Heritage.  He said that a Management Plan for the Conservation Area is in place.


Councillor P.A. Heath was concerned about the number of empty shops in the town.  He referred to smaller premises that would not be able to comply with the Disability Discrimination Act and the need for the District Council to be flexible with its policy and allow these shops to become estate agents or offices.  He added that Ladbrooks wished to turn two units in Newlands Precinct into a betting shop and as planning permission had been refused the units had remained empty whilst the matter has gone to Appeal.  He accepted that whilst shops would be ideal, it would be better to have premises used rather than stand empty for years on end.  

Mr Munson agreed that no one wished to see empty shops but by allowing non-retail use, streets could become dead as has happened in other towns.  He added that the District Council policy had been supported by the Planning Inspector.


Councillor M.C.M. Lager agreed with the need to improve Newlands Precinct but asked that consideration be given to the land running behind Lloyds Bank and the Co-operative store which had potential to become a shopping lane.  He said that he would like to see more shops and more competition.  He considered that a flexible approach was necessary.

120.
TOWN COUNCIL REQUIREMENTS

It was agreed that the Town Council had already given most of its requirements.  

Mr Munson said that it was necessary to consider whether development boundaries are in the right place.  He stressed that as part of the Local Development Framework there would be a continuous process of consultation.  Members expressed their appreciation of Mr Munson and Ms Strathern and recognised that they also wanted the best for the town.

The Town Clerk explained that these Minutes would be received by the Town Council on 28th April 2008 and a formal response would be made.

121.
FUTURE CORE STRATEGY TIMETABLE

Mr Munson explained that an enormous amount of work had been involved in this process, with studies and consultations being commissioned and discussions taking place.  He said that ideas are now being put together and public consultation would take place in September.  Preferred Options would then be prepared and submitted to the Government in Spring 2009 for examination by the Inspector.  He said that under the old system there would be a Local Plan Enquiry, whereas now there will be an Examination in Public.  It is also necessary to prove to the Inspector that the work has been undertaken properly.  Of the 89 Core Strategies already submitted by District Councils only 49 had been accepted as sound.
122.
SECTION 106 AGREEMENT

The Town Clerk referred to the letter from the Town Council’s Solicitor as to how a third tier local council may influence Section 106 expenditure in Witham.  She explained that other town councils are able to be involved in Section 106 Agreement discussions and achieve funding that they can spend.  The Town Council would like to influence Section 106 Agreements for the town as Members consider they are best placed to know what residents want.

Mr Munson pointed out that elected Witham District Councillors decide on Section 106 Agreements and that the Town Council is consulted on Planning Applications.  He stressed that Section 106 agreements need to be related to the development and reasonable.  In an attempt to simplify the issue the Government is currently reviewing the situation and it is possible that a standard charge would be put on every new dwelling and square foot of commercial dwelling.


The Town Clerk re-iterated the request for the Town Council to be involved in the process and asked when it would be known that a Section 106 Agreement would be considered.  She asked if it would be appropriate to include such comments at the Planning Applications stage.

Mr Munson explained that there are no set rules and it would depend on the nature of the planning application.  The Town Clerk suggested that if an application for fourteen flats was being considered, would it be appropriate for the Town Council to ask that issues be considered if a Section 106 Agreement should occur.  Mr Munson agreed.  He referred to the Essex County Council guidelines
 that tried to clarify the situation and added that the guiding principle is to ensure that the request is reasonable and relates to the development.

The Town Clerk suggested that, for example, could play equipment on Maltings Lane be chosen by the Town Council’s Playground Working Party that includes officers from the District Council.  Mr Munson could see no difficulty in this involvement. 


It was noted that Section 106 Agreements relate to capital rather than revenue projects but in some circumstances maintenance of an area can be assessed and funds sought. 
The Chairman thanked Mr Munson and Ms Strathern for attending the Meeting.

There being no further business the Chairman closed the Meeting at 8.59 p.m.


Councillor S.E. Hicks

Chairman

AH/GK/28.3.2008

�








� A précis of this consultation document was received by the Environment Committee at Minute 82 of  Meeting held 21.1.2008.
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