Development Proposals for Besthorpe & Attleborough 
Consultation July – September 2008

Main Briefing Note 

1. Introduction

1.1    This document has been written by a group of concerned Besthorpe residents.  We have set down what we believe are the relevant facts and provided a commentary where appropriate.

1.2    Our purpose is to inform local residents and offer some ideas for those who feel moved to comment on the preliminary proposals of Breckland District Council (BDC).

1.3    Whilst we live in Besthorpe, in the eyes of BDC we are an adjunct to Attleborough and therefore we feel it necessary to consider the area as a whole.

1.4    What is inescapable is that Attleborough is a key town in Breckland and significant development will take place over the period of the plan currently being assembled by BDC (up until 2026).  The current hiatus in the housing market will not last and we feel that once specific land has been designated for development, building will take place in the foreseeable future.

1.5    BDC’s proposals are contained on their web site and hard copies have been deposited at Attleborough library – two documents, one called Core Strategy and the other Site Specific Proposals.

1.6    We believe there are three main issues:

(a) the strategy, as proposed by BDC, raises some questions

(b) some of the detailed implications of the strategy (the Site Specific Proposals) do not appear to us to take sufficient account of the rural nature of the area, particularly the area to the east of Attleborough and some of the implications appear devastating
(c) the process by which BDC have allocated potential land for development does not seem to be entirely transparent and the consultation process itself has not been very effective.
2. Background
2.1    Responsibility for what used to be called Structure Plans has passed from country councils to the various regional assemblies, in our case the East of England Regional Assembly.  One of its responsibilities is as the “regional planning and housing body for The East of England”.  The district councils are responsible for producing the detailed plans in accordance with Draft East of England Plan – Regional Spatial Strategy.  Effectively, the government has taken a much tighter control of planning issues, the impetus being on setting and monitoring national house building targets.
2.2    The East of England Plan (Revision to the Spatial Strategy for the East of England), published in May 2008 contains a list of housing targets for all local authorities in the Eastern Region.  Breckland’s target for April 2001 to March 2021 is 15,200 houses.  However, Breckland’s planning horizon is not 2021, as required by government but 2026.  They have therefore added an additional 3,800 (15,200/20 x 5) bringing the total required to 19,000 by 2026.  The following table breaks the figures down, although there are some discrepancies between the East of England figures and those contained in BDC’s core strategy and even within the Core Strategy document itself.
	
	Number of Houses

	
	East of England
	BDC Core Strategy

	April 2001 to March 2021
	15,200
	15,200

	April 2021 to March 2026
	-
	3,800

	Built by May 2008
	3,460
	3,985

	Committed
	3,800*
	2,595

	Thetford (special case)
	6,000
	6,000***

	Attleborough
	1,940
	4,000

	Brownfield sites in Thetford & Attleborough
	
	250

	Dereham, Swaffham, Watton
	
	1,350

	Other villages
	
	560

	“Windfall” **
	
	3,000

	Total
	15,200
	21,740


* figure given by David Spencer of BDC
** assumed to mean unforeseen but acceptable development
*** In parts of the core strategy document, 7,700 new houses are mentioned between 2009 and 2026

2.3 It can be seen that BDC have provided for 21,740 houses, some 2,740 more than required.
2.4 Also, if Thetford, which is special case, is ignored, Attleborough and Besthorpe will account for about 70% of BDC’s future allocation.  The population of the two parishes is currently about 10,000.  An additional 4,000 properties will effectively double this. 
2.5 In our view the case for such large scale development across the whole district is yet to be made.  The East of England Regional Plan sets a target of 478,000 dwellings between 2001 and 2021.  The region comprises Beds, Cambs, Herts, Essex, Norfolk and Suffolk.  The Norfolk target is 72,600, of which Breckland’s target of 15,200 is the largest district target (including Norwich).  We question the evidence that such large numbers of houses are required.
3. BDC’s Strategy

3.1 The Core Strategy document published by BDC sets down the strategy behind the preferred options and considers three other options.  Reasons for the adoption of the preferred option are given but the arguments do not appear to us to be compelling.  In brief, the options are:
i. Preferred – Thetford to be “the focus for growth” with Attleborough to be “a major focus for employment and residential growth”.  7,700 houses will be provided in Thetford, along with 5000 jobs and 4000 houses in Attleborough with between 600 and 1700 new jobs (including Snetterton Heath).  Dereham wil provide 1,000 houses and between 900 and 1800 jobs whilst Swaffham and Watton between them will yield 950 to 1100 houses and 550 to 900 jobs.  The remaining centres will provide 290 houses and 1,200 to 1,500 jobs.  The table over the page compares the house to job ratios:

	Townships
	Houses
	Jobs
	House/Job ratio

	Thetford
	7,700
	5,000
	1.54

	Attleborough
	4,000
	600 - 1700
	6.7 – 2.4

	Dereham
	1,000
	900 – 1,700
	1.1 – 0.6

	Swaffham
	600
	300 – 650
	2 – 0.9

	Watton
	350 - 500
	250
	1.4 – 2.0

	The Remainder
	290
	1,200 – 1,500
	0.24 – 0.19


The lack of potential jobs to support the proposed level of housing in Attleborough is obvious.  600 to 1700 is sufficiently imprecise to indicate a lack of any real certainty, even in planning terms.  We are unsure what accepted ratios are but if travel outside the community is to be avoided for purposes of work, we would surmise that an average of at least 1.25 jobs per house are needed i.e. some 5,000 jobs for Attleborough.
ii. Alternative AO1 – Thetford and Attleborough as above but development in Dereham is increased and decreased in Swaffham and Watton.  The reasons given for dismissing this were lack of high school places and lack of sewage treatment capacity at Dereham.
iii. Alternative AO2 – Thetford as above but Attleborough, Dereham, Swaffham and Watton to share similar levels of development.  The reason for not pursuing this option was that neither Watton nor Swaffham have significant potential for economic growth and may lead to an “imbalance in jobs and housing”, which in turn would lead to increased travel.
iv. Alternative AO3 – the so called “do nothing” option.  This means letting development proceed as dictated by the market and circumstances.  Not unreasonably this is not pursued in any detail.
3.2 The obvious mis-match in jobs and housing, particularly for Attleborough undermines the reason for dismissing option AO2.  Equally the reasons for not adopting option AO1 appear tenuous.  According to the Core Strategy document, Attleborough High School has some spare capacity.  This is open to debate – it functions courtesy of temporary buildings and informal contact with staff suggests that there is little, if any room, for additional pupils.  In any event it will not be sufficient to cater for all the proposed development and additional capacity will be needed.  Similarly, whilst Dereham may not have spare sewage treatment capacity, neither does Attleborough.
3.3 The apparent under-provision of job opportunities will impact on the key requirement that, “Transport corridors are to be protected from additional traffic” (see 4.7(j) below).  If the new developments are unable to be sustained through an appropriate number of new, local jobs then it is inevitable that additional traffic will use existing transport corridors.  This issue highlights a clear conflict in policy.  One of the reasons for selecting Attleborough as a growth centre is because of its proximity to good road and rail links; yet it is policy not to allow development where it will result in additional traffic on existing roads, i.e. development should be locally sustainable.  If it is, then within reason, development could take place anywhere.  For Attleborough, it is obvious that significant additional traffic will have to use the A11 and other main traffic routes.

3.4 It is worth mentioning that in early 2007 BDC approached Attleborough Town Council (ATC) with three options – to build 1000 properties, 2100 properties or 4000 properties in Attleborough and its environs.  ATC responded in April 2007 saying, amongst other things: 

· As a priority ATC wished to “create more jobs and have in the region of 4000 - 6000 new houses and better facilities”.

· ATC wanted designated business parks, economic areas and office accommodation areas with easy access to road and rail links.  They wished to relocate existing businesses to the new areas.

· ATC wanted the Besthorpe junction with the A11 to be up-graded along with work on Surrogate Street to alleviate congestion.  They wanted relief roads to both east and west of Bunns Bank to link to the A11.  They wanted either a bridge or an underpass in Station Road (or the railway to be moved).  More car parking and cycle ways were also requested.

· ATC wanted a community leisure complex with indoor and outdoor facilities, as well as allotments.

· They did not want a hypermarket, nor out of town shopping.  Any additional supermarket facilities should have restriction placed on what they can sell so that existing businesses are not affected. 

· Additional cemetery space was requested and ATC accepted that a short stay site for travellers would be needed.

In a further letter dated June 2008, ATC reiterated many of these points plus a request that land to the north of the A11 should be considered.  They also expressed “dismay” at the planned economic centre at Snetterton.

4. Site Specific Issues
4.1 The strategy contained in the Core Strategy document has been translated into specific proposals for the whole of the district.  The Site Specific document contains maps for all parishes and townships where development is proposed.
4.2 In March and April 2008 BDC asked landowners and agents to suggest areas of land that they felt could be developed.  There was a significant response resulting in the maps contained within the Site Specific document.

4.3 BDC state in their Core Strategy that 133 hectares would be needed for housing in Attleborough and 30 to 35 ha for employment, of which 20 would be provided at Snetterton.  In essence, the need is for about 150ha.

4.4 The total area of land shown on the relevant maps is 589ha, i.e. about four times what is needed.

4.5 The process by which specific areas came to be shown is not fully understood.  Some landowners have said that they haven’t offered land but it is shown anyway; others have said that did offer land but it isn’t shown.  We do not know who exactly was asked, how they were asked or indeed what the question was.  What would appear to be the case is that BDC have adopted some filtering in order to produce the plans as presented.  Since the maps purport to show “conforming sites”, non-conforming sites” and “unreasonable sites” there would appear to be no reason why all land offered should not be shown under one of those headings.

4.6 The definitions of “conforming” and “non-conforming” are, perhaps inevitably, somewhat vague and open to subjective judgement.

4.7 Contained within the Core Strategy document are a number of conditions and parameters that BDC will take into account when deciding what land should be developed.  The following is an indicative list of site assessment questions against which sites will be assessed:

· Will the allocation for development be in accordance with the strategy and policies contained within the core strategy?

· Could the development allocation have an impact on European and International environmental designations? (ie RAMSAR, SAC, SPA)

· Could the development allocation impact upon other environmental designations? (eg SSSI, Local Nature Reserve, County Wildlife Site etc)

· Could the allocation for development be at risk from flooding or increase flood risk in the locality?

· Is the site well related to existing settlements?

· Is the site deliverable? (Market viability, desirability, contaminated land)

· Could the allocation for development impact on the local highways network?

· Is the site on brownfield or greenfield land?

· Will the allocation have an impact on infrastructure capacity? (eg water, drainage, sewage, schools, health services).  Can this impact on infrastructure be overcome?

· Will the development allocation have an impact on amenity? (overlooking, noise and light pollution)

· Is the allocation for development in a location which has easy access to key services?

· Will the development allocation have a detrimental impact on the landscape/townscape?

· Could the allocation of development impact upon the historic environment?

· Could the allocation of the site impact upon biodiversity?

· Would the allocation for development result in a loss of accessible open space? (eg playing fields, play areas, amenity green space, allotments)

· Would the allocation of development negatively impact upon the viability and vitality of the town centre?

· Would the allocation of the site for development result in a loss of employment land?

Additionally, elsewhere in the document the following statements are made:

(a)  Development should seek to avoid irreversible or unnecessary loss of high grade agricultural land 
(b)  Pollution (in terms of noise, odour etc.) should be minimised 

(c)  Protection and enhancement of landscape is important 

(d)  Design of homes should mitigate against the effects of pollution, including         air quality, noise et al.

(e)  Any development that will affect a listed building will be subject to comprehensive assessment 

(f)   Under the heading “Amenity” – regard will be given to:

i. Overlooking and/or privacy loss

ii. Dominance or overshadowing

iii. Odour, noise or vibration

iv. Important features or characteristics

v. Aesthetic qualities of the landscape


(g)  Densities above 40/ha will be encouraged where appropriate 

(h)  The affordable housing target should be 40% where capacity of the site > 5   or area of site is > 0.17ha. 
(i)  Sites of archaeological interest and their settings will be protected,     enhanced and preserved 

(j)  Transport corridors are to be protected from additional traffic 
4.8 What are not shown on the plans are proposed relief roads, one from the Besthorpe junction on the A11 and the other from the Breckland Lodge roundabout.  These swing around the south of the town, meeting on the Buckenham road, near Bunn’s Bank.  In the case of the eastward link, this would be particularly intrusive since it would have to be built on embankment and be some 10 to 15 meters high over the railway.  It would pass behind Mill Lane and Bickley Close and be very near to six listed buildings, including Besthorpe Church and both Besthorpe Hall and Old Hall.  Not only will it be intrusive, but allowing for verges, footpaths and embankments it will be nearly 50m wide in parts.  This will sterilise a significant area of developable land, split up communities as well as causing local access problems.  The road to the west would be equally high near the railway but there is a lot more room to form the approach embankments.
4.9 In addition to this, work is being done on HGV route improvements to the south of the town.  Depending on the outcome of the relief road, this route (to the east) is currently pencilled in to follow the line of Whitehouse Lane.
4.10 Apart from the costs of these roads (broadbrush costings at this stage are c.£20m) there is the impact on existing and future residents in terms of noise, air pollution, visual intrusion and the loss of good quality farmland.

4.11 We feel that any development of the proposed land in the Besthorpe area, and particularly the construction of a major highway, would fail to meet most of the objectives set out in section 4.7 above.
4.12 BDC have to ensure that developers provide affordable housing.  In the strict sense this includes social and shared equity housing.  However, it should be remembered that one of the government’s aims in setting high development targets is to cause a general slowdown in what has become an overheated housing market.  Whilst BDC insist that developers will pay for the roads, inter alia, it should be remembered that it is the purchasers of the new homes that will actually pay.  If the relief roads are built, along with ATC’s list of other requirements, the additional cost to the developers and the house owners will be considerable.  A very rough estimate is £50m, made up of £20m for the relief roads, £10m for the recreational facilities, £5m for the Besthorpe junction improvements, £15m for the road improvements at the station.  This equates to an average £12,500 per house.  If the standard £4,000 contribution per house for education provision is included, the premium becomes at least £16,500 per house.  It is quite possible that such costs will make development uneconomic.  It certainly will do little to bring down housing costs overall.
4.13 The other two major factors with regard to noise and general amenity are the A11 itself and the railway line.  It is very probable that rail traffic will increase as pressure on the roads increases and it seems very short sighted to cram housing into the wedge of land between the A11 and the railway line, particularly when sufficient land is available to the south west of Attleborough, to the south of the railway.  This location would minimise the high costs of road building, provide ready access to the proposed employment areas, give ready access to the A11 and provide a by pass to the level crossing on Station Road. 
4.14 Equally, there appears to be no good reason why land to the north of the town should not be considered.  Access to the A11 would be much easier and therefore cheaper.  BDC say that there are some “field patterns” that require protection and that there is a small risk of flooding in some of the area.  They also say that that they do not believe “coalescence” with great Ellingham is desirable.  In our view these are not convincing arguments.  Examination of the Environment Agency maps reveals that a very small area of land might flood and we have been unable to identify with any of the usual conservation agencies what is meant by “field patterns”.  In any event they are unlikely to cover much of an area.  As far as coalescence with Great Ellingham is concerned the areas of land involved would still keep the centres of the two settlements well separated.  No one is suggesting all development takes place to the north – merely that some areas are considered, where appropriate.

4.15 None of the conservation groups appears to have protected nature sites in the area, although they are all concerned about development of greenfield sites in general and the loss of wildlife habitat.  Norfolk Landscape Archeology has some 290 sites marked on their plans of the area.  These include find sites, listed buildings and ancient monuments.  For those that may have an interest, details can be found on their web-site.  The Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings has expressed some concerns over development in Besthorpe that might adversely affect the settings of the significant number of listed buildings in the area.  Also in Besthorpe we have Decoy Common, some fishing lakes, a well used motorcycle track and some significant wooded areas, all of which would be affected were the land earmarked be developed either for housing or, more particularly, for an eastern relief road and A11 junction improvement. 
4.16 There is also the issue of flooding.  Large areas of hard-standing will lead to rapid run-off and climate change will exacerbate the problem.  Existing Environment Agency maps indicate areas currently at risk of flooding.  They do not show what the likely impact of development will be.  Certain parts of the area are very low lying and poorly drained.

4.17 The Core Strategy states that two areas of land in the centre of the town have been identified as potential retail sites.  The Strategy estimates that 5,000 sq m is needed and claims that 4,800 have been identified.  However, the two sites shown amount in total to about 3,000 sq m and both have significant development already.  Even if both sites are totally redeveloped it would seem questionable whether this is sufficient to support a doubling of the town’s population.
5. The Consultation Process

5.1    We appreciate the difficulties of ensuring that all residents are kept informed.  However we strongly believe that this consultation process has not been as effective as it should have been.  When the documents were published, it was quickly apparent that virtually everyone (apart from landowners) was ignorant of what was going on.
5.2    Whilst not all of the blame can be laid at the door of BDC it does seem that there is room for improvement and we would hope that future consultations will be undertaken in a more effective manner.

5.3    We note that BDC are in the process of arranging a meeting with ATC, “sometime in September”.

5.4    We would also contrast BDC’s approach with that of the three council partnership (Norwich, South Norfolk and Broadland) where everyone has been sent a document setting out the development options for their areas and inviting comment.
6. Conclusions
6.1 In our view there is a need to question the overall logic of providing nearly half a million homes in Norfolk between 2001 and 2021.  In turn, the Breckland quota of 15,200 over the same period (the largest of any district in Norfolk) is also open to debate.

6.2 We accept that significant development will take place in Attleborough but the need for the numbers proposed should be challenged. 

6.3 We believe that the reasons for allocating 4,000 properties in Attleborough are unconvincing and that alternative AO2, at least, should be revisited.
6.4 Our assumption is that BDC would wish to see future development that:

(a) Is reasonably close to existing development and can be easily integrated 

(b) Is not spread in piece meal fashion over the area

(c) Is accessible to main routes and to the town

(d) Does not require huge off-site costs for the developer (and house purchasers) such that the economics of development become unattractive

(e) Cause minimum disruption and loss of amenity to existing residents

(f) Minimises the impact on the existing environment

(g) Is sustainable in terms of community facilities and jobs

(h) Provides homes that are located in areas free from noise and all forms of pollution.

6.5 In our view none of these parameters is satisfied by any development in Besthorpe.

6.6 If, however, the full scale development envisaged in the preferred option is pursued, then we feel that the obvious area is that between the Buckenham Road and the railway to the south of the town.  This would appear to meet most of the requirements set out in 6.4 above.  This area could be supplemented by some of the offered land between the A11 and the railway to the west of the town and consideration of some land to the north of the A11.
6.7 The total area of land offered by landowners in the area between the A11 and the Buckenham Road amounts to some 270 hectares, in itself nearly twice the total area required.  
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