Feedback on the Alderton Design Statement from Tewkesbury Borough Council

Thank you for giving us the opportunity to comment on your draft Alderton Community Design Statement (ACDS). The comments below are from colleagues in Policy Planning, Development Management, Urban Design and Landscape. We have also liaised with county highways (their response is attached separately).  Everyone who has seen the document  has been impressed and supportive of your approach.

It is important that the ACDS has community backing therefore rather than steering you in a particular direction regarding the detailed matters the document addresses we have looked at it in more broad terms (relating to its relationship with the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) and the draft Joint Core Strategy (JCS)). In order for the ACDS to have ‘weight’ when we make decisions on planning applications it is important that its content ‘fits’ with the NPPF and JCS. If it conflicted with these strategic policy documents it would be unlikely to be upheld by a planning inspector on appeal and therefore we would be unable to use it for making decisions on planning applications. We have highlighted below some examples of where your group may wish to review the approach taken in light of the draft JCS, which is currently subject to public consultation, see http://www.gct-jcs.org/. 

The Design Statement should fill in the policy ‘detail’ gaps to help developers to submit more appropriate planning applications. It cannot set out land as ‘development-free zones’. Some revisions are therefore needed to accord with the NPPF and draft JCS, which will give it more ‘strength’ in the planning application process.

It would be useful for your group to look at how your approach sits with, for example draft JCS policies:

•             flooding (Policy S2)

•             design (Policy S3 and Policy S4)

•             landscape (Policy S6 and Policy S7)

•             historic assets (policy S8)

•             nature (Policy S9) 

•             green infrastructure (Policy S10)

•             housing mix & affordability (Policy C2 and Policy C3)

•             community facilities (Policy C5 and Policy C6)

•             highways/transport (Policy C7)

 The following examples hopefully illustrate the point about conformity with the draft JCS polices. Greater detail has been provided in respect of design issues, given the nature of the document but they are not intended to be a comprehensive analysis of the ACDS.  

•             The inclusion of statements about housing mixes and encouraging appropriate design and scale are helpful, as are the illustrations/ examples at Appendix A of developments which the Parish consider contribute to the quality and attractiveness of the village and would be considered to conform to both national and the JCS policies listed above.  Similarly, a guideline which encourages a mix of housing types “to avoid enclaves of high status and affordable houses” is something that reflects national planning guidance and JCS strategic objectives. However, guidelines which make statements about the village housing needs would need to relate to the JCS evidence-base otherwise the Borough Council could not endorse the Design Statement’s approach.  

•             Guidelines encouraging rural businesses and boosting the local economy are common themes in the JCS.  However, specific statements that would preclude development, for example, ahead of available brownfield sites, would not reflect JCS policies. 

•             Care needs to be taken in the use of terms such as ‘disproportionate’ and ‘cohesiveness’ which can be difficult to quantify and substantiate rendering them open to challenge.  

•             Section 2.5 identifies the historic value and ecological benefit of the various trees and orchards however, despite being a priority habitat within the NBAP the remaining trees/orchards are currently not statutory protected and therefore can be felled without consent from the Borough Council.  However, if requested, the Council may make a Tree Preservation Order if it appears to them to be ‘expedient in the interests of amenity to make provision for the preservation of trees or woodlands in their area’.  If the community wish to make a recommendation for a tree/orchard to be protected please write to Local Authority providing details of the tree species, location and details as to why the tree(s) should be protected. The request should be accompanied by a clear plan and photographs of the tree(s), and where possible details of the owner.  

•             The group have done a good job of identifying the principle architectural qualities that positively contribute to the general character of the village...namely; materials, architectural details, typical qualities of form, massing and proportion. However, architectural design, while vitally important to character and identity, is insufficient on its own to guarantee a successful outcome when attempting to guide new development to ensure that they positively contribute to the reinforcement and enhancement of existing character. The wider urban design principles are of at least equal importance in achieving this outcome, and the following are some key urban design issues that would be worth considering:

i.              Connectivity - often, new developments are created as poorly connected enclaves adjacent to existing settlements (it is common to see large residential developments being served by a single access route rather than them being articulated as positive extensions to the existing urban structure (streets and blocks), of the settlement). This results in relatively isolated areas of development that do not act to positively contribute to the settlements character or street scenes. Poorly connected development also reduces the natural legibility of a settlement and makes it harder for people to easily navigate their way around and "know" their village.

ii.             The desire to retain/create green corridors, open space, native tree/shrub planting and/or the retention of important views is supported, but they are unlikely be appropriate as a ‘buffer’ between existing houses and new development as the latter is encouraged to integrate into the community whilst taking into account the existing character settlement patterns and surrounding special landscape, features and important views.  

iii.            Urban Morphology - in layman’s terms, this is essentially about the form and layout of the street network and shape/size of development blocks, and how they work together to make up the structure of the settlement. It is often thought beneficial to enhancing existing areas if these patterns are positively reflected in new development...for instance, new development that "sticks" out in an obviously awkward, disconnected and jarring fashion is unlikely to positively contribute to local character. 

iv.           Density, and Building to Plot Ratio - This again is a key element in the inherent character of development and is closely related to the Pattern of Development - The way in which built form relates to streets and other buildings. For example, if new development takes the form of semi-detached or terraced houses that is placed adjacent to an existing area that is mostly detached houses, the inherent character of the two areas will be different...not that this necessarily creates an inappropriate juxtaposition, just that it should be considered.

v.            Coherence, and Variety - This is related to how much conformity and/or variety there is across a new development. Too little can create banal and boring places, while too much can be chaotic. The typical example would be a relatively large development where all the houses simply look too identical in regard to the materials, their overall form and their architectural style...these developments (and I'm sure we all know of several examples) often do not demonstrate good qualities of place, they do not provide a compelling architectural narrative that speaks of the character of place.

•             It would be useful to see more encouragement of good quality contemporary design...to put too much emphasis on pastiche design will have a potentially deleterious effect on the character of the village...and indeed, Alderton contains architectural designs from many centuries, which is a key element in it having a rich and distinctive architectural character...it shouldn't seek to simply become stuck in time.

•             It would be useful to see some reference to the potentials for "Community Self Build" projects. Most of the country’s population have an aspiration to build their own home at some stage in their lives, and it can also significantly contribute to the range of tenure and ownership in a settlement. It can also help to retain community cohesion. Perhaps they should seek to explore how new development proposals might contribute to this.

There is some repetition within the document (particularly in respect of design guidelines). 

We hope our comments are helpful to the group in refining the ACDS. We can provide more detailed comments on a subsequent final draft once the group has revised the design statement to accord with the strategic policies in the JCS. If there is anything on which you need further information/clarification, please do not hesitate to ask.

