LDC/SDNPA LOCAL DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORK

EMERGING CORE STRATEGY

Comments of the Friends of Lewes Society

These comments follow the order of the document published for consultation in September 2011. We found it full of planning jargon and were surprised that little or no reference is made to some existing planning designations such as Article 4 directions. 

Introduction

The Society understands and accepts that this is a joint document prepared  by LDC and the NPA and that so far as the town of Lewes is concerned it will be replaced in due course by the NPA's own Core Strategy.  We are glad that the document generally takes account of both the purposes of the National Park as well as the duty placed on the National Park Authority.  

The current situation where there is inadequate financial resources to deal satisfactorily with the need for conservation and enhancement of Lewes whilst retaining its economic viability cannot continue unchecked.  Failure to do so can only result in deterioration of its historic character and the cultural heritage which led to it being considered to have beauty of sufficient quality for inclusion in the National Park.

Portrait of Lewes District

Subject to the following points the characteristics identified are accurate. Under environmental characteristics reference should be made to the fact that the River Ouse is tidal as far as Barcombe Mills. The bullet point about tranquillity needs a caveat about noise pollution from the A 27 and to a lesser extent from aircraft. 

In relation to Lewes Town we would like to see a reference to it having good educational and recreational facilities because of its strategic location. A further point to include would be the wide range of cultural activities that take place include exhibitions, theatre, concerts and those concerned with the town's history.  The large number of antique shops and auction houses are also a special feature of the town. In view of its potential for attracting tourists mention should be made of the need to supplement the accommodation available in the town and upgrade some of the existing facilities.

The reference to Lewes High Street being one of three individual settlements that make up the historic core of Lewes could be better defined as the original walled town. It is factually incorrect to say that Lewes has direct rail services to Ebbsfleet.  It has a direct service to Ashford which has a Eurostar station though the number of international trains stopping there was drastically reduced when Ebbsfleet opened. It would also be helpful to say here that there is local aspiration to reopen the railway line between Lewes and Uckfield.

Key strategic issues and challenges

The challenges outlined cover the main points to be addressed.  It is noted that the land needed for new housing and business is to be assessed on a predict and provide basis but this section of the document does not make reference to the special position of those parts of the District within the National Park where the Sandford principle applies. This gives priority to landscape conservation over recreation and economic considerations.  

In creating healthy sustainable communities the need for allotments and meeting rooms need to be given as examples when referring to the provision of recreational facilities.  We suggest that the words “through partnership working” make the support of community life too restrictive.

 In the third bullet point of the environment section we consider that the word “preserve” should be changed to “conserve”.

In the second bullet point of the tackling climate change section a reference should be made to the need to promote efficiency in infrastructure such as street lighting. In the fourth bullet point a reference should be made to the  Integrated Urban Drainage Project and the need to continue and build on the approach it established.

A Vision for Lewes District

We have no issues over the vision although whether it will be fulfilled is dependent on appropriate financial provision being made.  In the past enhancement and conservation has been very low down the priorities of LDC with the result that there has been deterioration in many of its valued physical assets. On specific aspects in the District wide section we welcome the reference to reinstating the railway line between Lewes and Uckfield. We suggest that to say the District and its residents will have responded to the challenges of climate change by 2030 needs to be modified by adding the word “endeavoured”. The examples of alternative travel options should include off-road cycleways. Tranquillity including reducing noise and light pollution should also be mentioned. In the Lewes town section reference should be made to the river and adjoining wetlands in the final sentence.

Strategic Objectives

The 10 objectives appear to meet the vision expressed in the Core Strategy but we are doubtful if they will all be achieved by 2030 because of financial constraints. Hence there will be a need to be imaginative in seeking other sources.   We are surprised that there is no reference to trying to reduce inward migration.  The sustainable objectives help achieve the vision and priorities set out in the Sustainable Community Strategy although there is an over-use of the word “sustainable” to the point where it becomes meaningless. On specific issues;-

Objective 3 should include the infrastructure in the public realm having particular regard to the need to provide enhanced facilities in the National Park and Conservation areas.  No reference is made to the way in which the Community Infrastructure Levy or s.106 monies could assist in the provision of new or upgraded infrastructure.

Objective 4 should be widened to include maintenance and enhancement of existing buildings. We trust that both LDC and the NPA will involve FoL in their proposed regular dialogues over standards of design and construction. Training programmes will need to be provided to disseminate these standards to the building industry and grants made available for those wishing to improve run-down buildings.

Objective 6 needs strengthening to provide that brown field sites are developed, or used as public/green spaces, before any consideration is given to developing greenfield sites.  Any development must enhance the character of an area.

Objective 9 seems to exclude run-off from the Downs as a cause of flooding. This also needs to be considered.  The last sentence implies that high priority is to be given to biodiversity habitats and species than to people.

We agree with Objective 10 that more modern and varied commercial premises may be needed in Lewes, although the design and siting of them will need careful consideration.  However the modernisation of existing commercial premises should be encouraged before consideration is given to new build.

The Spatial Strategy

We consider that the classification of Lewes as a District Centre is rather demeaning. It may not have all the facilities associated with a secondary regional centre but it remains a buoyant market town that not only serves its own inhabitants but also the rural hinterland around it.  Whilst accepting that there is a need to plan for some housing and employment growth in Lewes we consider that further studies should be undertaken to determine a level that would be appropriate for the town bearing in mind its geographical constraints and situation in the National Park.  We therefore find it difficult to comment on the figures in table 5 although we suggest that some of the growth that is considered necessary in Lewes could be provided where there is a railway station.

We note that despite our previous objection to the site at Old Malling Farm being used for housing, it has been included  as an option in this emerging core strategy.   Whilst we realise that it is the only large greenfield site within the town boundary that could be developed, we remain strongly opposed to any development on it as it is outside the planning boundary for the town and in the countryside. Furthermore any building on it would compromise the setting of the Malling Deanery Conservation Area.  An additional point is that this land forms part of the green tongue into the town which influenced the Inquiry Inspector to recommend that the town had natural beauty of sufficient quality for inclusion in the National Park. It would therefore be perverse if it were now to be zoned for to housing. It is also highly visible from Offham Hill and would detract from the overall landscape  to be seen, and substantially increase the light pollution at night, from that location.  We also consider that there would be a need to provide additional infrastructure over and above what is noted in para 6.44 although we agree that measures to improve the Earwig Corner junction should be taken without this development being approved.

With regard to North Street we agree with the preferred option of creating a new neighbourhood for the town with a mix of employment premises, housing and other facilities. This would have the effect of absorbing much of the pressure for change that would otherwise be aimed at the current town centre. We also agree that the development value of any scheme here must be sufficient to provide upgraded flood defences as well as improvements to the road layout in the town so as to reduce traffic circulating in the conservation area.  We support the possibility of providing employment sites outside the town to meet any shortfall of such sites in Lewes.

Core Delivery Policies

1. We agree that there is a need for affordable housing, especially starter homes, in Lewes and have no objection to the higher threshold of 35% being applied to new housing developments in the town.

2. We agree with para 7.13 that in addition to the elderly friendly dwellings and small homes for single people or couples with no dependents that are identified in the Local Housing Needs assessment there is also a need for family homes in Lewes. We have no objection to a high density of housing on new sites as such a density is already found in many streets in the central part of the town.

3. The landscape of the National Park would be compromised by having a gypsy site at Offham.

4. Whilst new office space may be needed in Lewes the possibility of converting existing buildings, or parts of them, for this purpose should not be overlooked.  We agree that the opportunities provided by the National Park should be promoted but within the context of the Sandford principles.

5. The approach suggested is sound but it should also include the need for additional coach parking (and pick up/drop off points) and better pedestrian signage if more tourists are to be attracted to visit Lewes.

6. We agree that the distinctive character and eclectic mix of retailers and service providers in Lewes should be maintained.  To do so the town needs to be made more attractive with improvements made and better maintenance in the public realm and encouragement given to shopkeepers to improve their façades. Advertisements and shop signs should also be controlled in conservation areas.

7. There is a clear need to complete the flood defences in Lewes; provide the improvements to junctions and parking identified previously in these comments, and quickly implement other improvements identified by ESCC in their LTP3 Implementation Strategy.

8. We agree that enhancing green infrastructure should be a core policy.

9. We agree with the strategic approaches put forward to improve air quality and in Lewes we consider that air quality in Fisher Street and Station Street could be improved by changing the priorities at the Fisher Street/West Street junction.

10. We support the approach of conserving and enhancing the landscape qualities of the National Park.

11. We agree with the approach suggested and in particular  the preparation of a generic design and built environment policy.  We would like to be involved in the preparation of the latter.

12. We support the approach but all public bodies involved in flood risk and sustainable drainage need to work more closely together and act more quickly to prevent problems.

13. We agree that sustainable travel must be encouraged.  More publicity needs to be given to the bus and rail services provided and the cost of using them.

14. We  support the approach suggested for the sustainable use of resources.
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