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Dear Sir/Madam

SOUTH STAFFORDSHIRE LOCAL PLAN REVIEW (Preferred Options) 
Representations by Hallam Land Management - Land at Sandy Lane, Codsall – Site 222. 

I am writing to you on behalf of Hallam Land Management to make representations on the South Staffordshire Local Plan Review (Preferred Options) which is currently out for formal public consultation. This is an important stage in the Local Plan process in which it is vital to choose the best locations for development. Building homes at the right time, for the right people, in the right places it is critical role of the planning process.

Hallam Land Management has a proven track record of promoting and delivering sustainable sites in conjunction with local authorities, so that they can be built quickly and efficiently. The Hallam Land site at Sandy Lane, Codsall (site 222) has been the subject of discussions with officers over a long period of time and we are convinced that it represents a suitable and indeed an ideal location for development supported by independent research – within the Birmingham & Black Country HMA Study 2018 undertaken by GL Hearn and Woods. 

Our submission is therefore composed of:

Representations to the South Staffordshire Preferred Options Plan,
A separate Concept Plan for the Sandy Lane, Codsall site (Site 222),
A stand-alone report examining the merits of the Sandy Lane, Codsall site with a spreadsheet comparing the green belt credentials of the site with others locally.

I would welcome the opportunity to discuss these representations with you.

Yours sincerely

John Acres
ACRES LAND & PLANNING Ltd.

Representations to the Preferred Options South Staffordshire Local Plan.

Introduction.

Hallam Land warmly welcomes the decision of South Staffordshire DC to progress with their early review of the South Staffordshire Local Plan as the previous planning inspector of the Site Allocations Plan (2018) recommended. The Plan-led system lies at the heart of the development process. We are anxious to play a full and active part in the Local Plan review and ensuring that the Council chooses the most suitable and sustainable sites for development as it looks forward 20 years to 2038. 

The Government still has ambitious plans to deliver 300,000 new homes per year by the mid 2020’s but the national housing output is falling well behind that target. Total housing completions for England reached a figure of 247,000 homes in 2019/20 (3rd quarter), shrinking back by 13% compared with 2019 figures, with planning permissions falling by about 7%. If the nation is to meet the growing pressures for housing, local authorities will need to allocate substantially more land for housing – and that includes development within areas such as South Staffordshire which are close to built-up areas, where the economy is strong, where employment is flourishing and where there are a growing numbers of jobs. 

The Local Plan review is the opportunity to look at these issues afresh. South Staffordshire District has 80% green belt coverage and so careful attention needs to be given to the choice of sites. Government policy discourages the release of green belt land, except in exceptional circumstances, but contrary to popular view, the green belt is not an environmental nor a landscape designation. On the contrary, it is a spatial policy intended to restrict uncontrolled sprawl, the coalescence of towns and villages, to protect historic towns and support urban regeneration. Green belt must therefore continue to serve its 5 purposes. The criteria for green belt releases and the review of boundaries and allocation of any new housing sites must not undermine the integrity of the green belt or create coalescence. However, sufficient scope must be left to meet legitimate development needs and cater for the growth of the economy – whilst at the same time planning for the impact of climate change, against the background of the declared local ‘Climate Emergency’. 

The planning system is a mechanism for weighing up competing economic, social and environmental issues within a local context, but wider pressures are equally important. For that reason, and in the absence of a proper strategic planning framework, the so-called ‘Duty to Co-operate’ serves as the only route to cater for wider economic and housing needs and plan for the future against a background of scarce resources. We cover this below.  No District, least of all South Staffordshire exists as an island. 

We have commented on the Local Plan review at all its previous stages. We have also responded to both the Issues and Options paper in 2018 and the Strategic Housing Options in 2019. We argued for Option D in our response which we felt was more consistent with the GL Hearn/Woods report), rather than Option G (which was favoured by the District Council) which included a proposed for a Garden Community (which is not now a formal proposal).  

Codsall/Bilbrook is one of only 3 ‘Tier 1’ settlements within the District. It is closest to all 4 of the Strategic Employment Sites which are likely to generate 10,000’s of jobs and it is the main focus of South Staffordshire with two local centres and two railway stations. It is logical therefore that it should be the main focus for housing development, which we welcome.
Strategic picture.

South Staffordshire is heavily dependent upon the neighbouring West Midlands Metropolitan Area for all its high-level services and forms an integral part of the wider West Midlands housing market (although the District is not a member of the Combined Authority). The District’s green belt is also inextricably linked with the wider Black Country green belt and the two have been assessed comprehensively by consultants (LUC) in determining the level of green belt and other constraints across the western West Midlands. 

Prior to 2010, strategic planning would have been addressed through the West Midlands Strategic Spatial Strategy, but following the abolition of Regional Planning in 2011, these cross-boundary relationships are now handled through the somewhat cumbersome process of the ‘Duty to Co-operate’.  The Council has prepared a ‘Duty to Co-operate Paper (November 2021) which we recognise will evolve during the course of the Local Plan review but thus far contains very little information on neighbouring authorities’ views or agreements with South Staffordshire DC. It is too early to judge whether the Duty to Co-operate ‘test’ has been met.

The Birmingham Development Plan, when adopted in 2014, had a housing shortfall of 38,000 dwellings to 2031. The Inspector who considered the Birmingham Plan determined that this deficiency needed to be accommodated in surrounding local authorities within 3 years to avoid a full review. The 38,000 shortfall was confirmed by the subsequent Peter Brett Associates reports commissioned by the authorities. The pressures arising from within the Birmingham and Black Country Housing Market Area seem to be a constantly moving picture. Whilst Birmingham City Council has argued that its shortfall has fallen back as other opportunities have evolved within the conurbation including at Perry Barr (Commonwealth Games site), the Black Country housing shortfall seems to have grown rapidly. During the first consultation on the Black Country Draft Plan in 2017 the Black Country authorities established an unmet need of 21,670 dwellings. However, as paragraph 5.3 of the DTC statement states ‘the most recent (August 2021) Draft Plan consultation now indicates this shortfall has risen to 28,239 dwellings, despite green belt releases’.

We would support South Staffordshire DC’s co-operation with and contribution to the GBHMA Strategic Growth Study which examined the extent of unmet housing needs across the GBHMA (including Birmingham and the Black Country) up to both 2031 and 2036. This work prepared by GL Hearn examined potential new settlements, urban extensions and broad areas capable of accommodating dispersed housing growth. Indeed, it identified the ‘Area north of Codsall’ – as a ‘Proportionate Dispersal’ area (one of only 7 in the region) which includes the Sandy Lane, Codsall site – for possible future development growth.  

The SSDC DTC report indicates that ‘the Council has used the GBHMA Strategic Growth Study recommendations as the basis for its contributions to unmet GBHMA housing needs, seeking to ensure the emerging housing target is proportionate to the findings of that study’. SDDC has evidently engaged positively with other LPA’s in June 2021 to continue that dialogue. The should therefore logically take the spatial recommendations of the report seriously.

There are also wider strategic issues in terms of the relationship with Shropshire, Stafford Borough and Telford & Wrekin (which has abundant infrastructure and lies beyond the green belt).  Telford, which was previously both a new town and an Assisted Area for investment, remains a suitable location for deflected growth from the West Midlands Metropolitan area for people who wish to start a new life with new homes and jobs. 
The Key Questions.

Question 1. Are you happy with the Evidence Base?  No. Not entirely. 

We agree that the broad evidence base within Appendix A is appropriate to inform the South Staffordshire Local Plan review. However, we have major concerns that there are flaws within the evidence base documents. We are also concerned that in some cases they have not been interpreted consistently and correctly by the District Council. 

Duty to Co-operate Paper: The DTC report is at an early stage. It includes topic areas and local authorities with whom SSDC proposes to liaise but does not however include any evidence of cross-authority agreements. We assume this will be rectified as time goes on.

LUC Green Belt Review: The 2014 LUC Green Belt review, included all the parcels around Codsall except for Area 5 (to the south) as ‘making a considerable impact on the GB’. With the benefit of hindsight this was fundamentally flawed insofar as it concluded in the text (paragraph 4.11) that Parcels 1, 2 and 4 perform the 4th purpose of green belt ‘to preserve the special character of historic towns’ when in fact Codsall has no historic towns. (Parcel 1B included Sandy Lane - site 222). (Case law has since concluded that this 4th purpose of the green belt only applies to historic towns such as Oxford, York, etc). As a result of this error however the Council identified land to the south of Codsall (Area 5) as ‘safeguarded land’. 

The recent 2019 LUC Green Belt review: although not making the same mistake has different drawbacks however. The 2019 Green Belt; Stage 1 Assessment (within Appendix 2) is based on Plot Parcels which were extremely variable in size and in some cases (for example north of Codsall) are so large and oddly shaped that the characteristics on which the assessments are based (reflecting the impact on the 5 reasons for Green Belt) are fundamentally flawed. Parcel S41 which includes land north of Codsall, extends to some 1262 ha and reaches across the M54 as far away as Coven and north of Featherstone covering land which has no relationship whatsoever to Codsall. Consequently, the Sandy Lane site (which is a tightly defined infill site) is ‘tarred with the same brush’ as land which is sensitive and exposed and lies much further afield. This aspect of the Green Belt study is therefore ‘unfit for purpose’.

The Stage 2 Site-Specific Assessments, within Appendix 3 of the 2019 LUC Green Belt report are also problematic in that it continues to use a Land Parcel which includes Site 222 (Sandy Lane) together with other unrelated land which wraps around the Codsall Conservation Area and is much more sensitive. (This is something we have raised previously in the context of the earlier 2014 LUC Study) and gives an unfair representation of the suitability of Site 222.

Moreover, we note that the 2019 LUC Site Assessment does not seem to have updated the impact (and opportunity) of the Sandy Lane site (site 222) since the 2014 Study to reflect the change in circumstances as a result of the completion of the Watery Lane site to the east which now encloses the Sandy Lane site to site west - enhancing its suitability either for development or designation as a safeguarded site for release from the green belt. We question whether the consultants have in fact revisited the sites and reviewed their impact. 

Finally, we are convinced that the Council has not correctly interpreted and reflected the findings of the Green Belt studies in choosing the key strategic allocation at Codsall/Bilbrook for 848 dwellings. The 2014 LUC study (Appendix 2 Settlement Maps) showed the area to the east of Bilbrook (Area 3B) as ‘Making a considerable contribution to the green belt purpose’. (This is the highest impact.)  Yet the Council went on to define an allocation to the east of Bilbrook and an area of ‘safeguarded land’ in the 2018 Site Allocations Document. 

However, the Council has now compounded this mistake in the Preferred Options plan by defining a much larger strategic growth area, which proposes extending development to the east to the edge of Wolverhampton thereby joining Codsall/Bilbrook with Wolverhampton. This breaches the purposes of green belt in two key respects, firstly, in allowing settlements to coalesce by removing the narrow gap between the two and secondly, by facilitating ‘urban sprawl’ on what is an extremely prominent, open and exposed green belt site. 

The apparent justification for the Strategic Development Area that the site could deliver a First School is both irrelevant to the 5 green belt purposes, but also fundamentally wrong in planning terms since the offer of a school (which according to Bilbrook Parish Council may not be required) should not influence the choice of green belt releases. NB. The fact that the Local Plan may be defined by the Council as ‘Infrastructure-led’ is no defence against the proper consideration of the 5 Green Belt purposes. Other land (for example at Sandy Lane) is shown by the LUC Green Belt study as having a lesser impact and is more compatible with the green belt reasons. We cover this in more detail below and in a separate paper.
 
Landscape Sensitivity Report (2015) replaced by 2019 GB and Landscape Sensitivity Study.
We raised concerns at the earlier Issues and Options stage that the Landscape Sensitivity Study (2015) aggregated the Sandy Lane site (222) with areas to the north and west of Codsall surrounding the Conservation Area. This had a damaging effect on the assessment for site 222. Furthermore, now that the adjacent Watery Lane site has been built to the east, the Sandy Lane site is surrounded by development on 3 sides making an even stronger case for the separation of the parcels. As a result, Hallam Land fundamentally disagreed with the findings of the 2015 Sensitivity Study. The study conclusion that the Watery Lane site (223) has ‘Low’ impact (Green) whilst the adjacent Sandy Lane site (222) has ‘High’ impact (Red) simply is not credible.  Similarly, the suggestion that the East of Bilbrook site is all ‘Low’ compared with all other areas around Codsall/Bilbrook is hard to reconcile.  

The 2019 Green Belt and Landscape Sensitivity Study sadly makes the same mistake. The Green Belt Study (Stage 2) which assesses harm is not described as a Landscape Sensitivity Study on its cover and does not address landscape impact other than to assess ‘green belt harm’ within the Stage 2 process. Arguably landscape should not be considered within the Green Belt assessment process since (as the report itself explains) landscape is not a consideration within the 5 reasons for designating and/or protecting areas of green belt. 

In terms of the output, Area S41A (including the Sandy Lane, Codsall site) is only shown in Figure 7.3a as having a moderate/high harm assessment, compared to the area S46C to the east (including ‘land east of Bilbrook’) which is a mixture of ‘high’ and ‘very high’ harm which should logically rule it out in terms of the ‘very special circumstances’ consideration. 

The Council’s Historic Environment Site Assessment II Stage 1 Assessment Report 2019 is helpful in identifying the heritage assets which might influence the development of potential development sites. The conclusions on Site 222 are fair in that they conclude there would be no Direct impact on heritage assets (Green) but that (like site 224 adjacent to Codsall Station) which is allocated, there could be Indirect impact. (Amber). However, as the CGMS Heritage Report for Hallam Land Management and the FPCR Concept Plan for Hallam Land Management both show, it is perfectly feasible to mitigate for potential heritage impact. Yet the Sustainability Appraisal gives the site a negative assessment in relation to the Culture.    



Question 2. Do you agree that the correct infrastructure to be delivered alongside proposed allocations have been identified in the IDP ?  No. Not entirely.

We would fully support the need for an integrated approach towards development and infrastructure and therefore we welcome the Council’s decision to produce an Infrastructure Delivery Plan (2019) in conjunction with the emerging Local Plan Preferred Options paper. South Staffordshire DC is in the awkward position of not having a CIL mechanism in place and therefore currently there is no scope for pooling financial contributions to generate resources for new infrastructure. The alternative is to rely of S106 contributions - hence the Council’s justification for linking development closely with new infrastructure provision.

However, the infrastructure needs should arise out of the most appropriate development not vice versa. In this instance, it would seem that the strategic allocation on land ‘East of Bilbrook’ for 848 dwellings (a large green belt site between Codsall and Wolverhampton) has been chosen by the Council on the strength of the willingness to offer a First School. But without the strategic development proposal, there is not currently a shortfall of First School places. Hence the need for additional places (and possibly a new school) is simply generated by the proposal itself. This is tackling the issue the wrong way round. The ‘tail should not be wagging the dog’. 

Furthermore, the apparent rejection of the Sandy Lane, Codsall site (Site 222) in part on the basis of the comment within Appendix F of the Sustainability Appraisal 2021 (Reasons for Selection and Rejection) states that the Sandy Lane site is ‘Potentially large enough to accommodate required first school, but no confirmation from site promoter that land is available to deliver this on the site’, is fundamentally inappropriate for 3 key reasons,

Firstly, no approach has actually been made to the land promoter, Hallam Land from the Council to request a contribution to a First School so this shouldn’t be a reason for rejection,
Secondly, there would be no need for an additional First School adjacent to the Sandy Lane site since the existing St Nicolas First School is only 200 metres away and has adequate capacity for a site of 100-125 dwellings, and
Thirdly, the willingness to provide infrastructure is not a valid criterion for the release of land from the green belt, and it would be fundamentally inappropriate in planning terms to link the availability of a new school to the release of green belt land. 

The criteria governing Green Belts are very clear. Amendments to green belt boundaries need to adhere to the criteria relating to the 5 purposes of green belt. The LUC 2014 and 2019 Green Belt studies show that the area ‘East of Bilbrook’ is highly sensitive and should not therefore be considered in preference to other more suitable sites locally – specifically:
 
Firstly, Site 519 fails the tests relating to GB Purpose 1 (unrestricted sprawl) where impact is assessed as ‘strong’, (see Figure 5.2a)
Secondly, site 519 fails the test for Purpose 3 (safeguarding the countryside from encroachment) where again the impact is ‘strong’ (See figure 5.3a).  
Thirdly, inexplicably, the study does not show site 519 as vulnerable under Purpose 2 (Preventing the merging of towns) despite the fact that the impact of the proposed Strategic Development Area would be to permanently connect Codsall/Bilbrook with the edge of Wolverhampton, thereby making Codsall/Bilbrook a suburb of Wolverhampton. 

In the ‘Issues and Challenges’ part of the Preferred Options paper, the ‘Natural & Built Environment’ section is explicit that ‘When planning to meet housing needs, authorities should direct development away from Green Belt where possible. Where this is unavoidable development should be located away from the most sensitive areas of green belt, subject to other factors such as sustainability and deliverability’. (The issue of providing infrastructure or more specifically providing a new school is not mentioned).
 
As the 2019 Infrastructure Delivery Plan indicates, the Council’s proposal for a First School within the ‘East of Bilbrook’ Strategic Development Area is only justified in order to support the Strategic Growth Area itself, which is clearly fundamentally inappropriate in green belt terms. This ‘circular’ justification for the SDA on the basis of the provision of the school is wholly unconvincing and contrary to both planning policy and the green belt criteria.

The site off Station Road, Codsall (224) is also justified by the Council on the strength of its assistance in the provision of a station car park at Codsall. Yet a car park for 30 vehicles has only recently been provided. It therefore seems illogical to justify providing 85 homes adjacent to the railway which will encroach on the green belt and be subject to noise issues, on the basis that the site is justified in order to enlarge the car park. Again, ‘the cart has been put in front of the horse’. Other sites, such as Sandy Lane - site 222), although much smaller (with a capacity of around 100 – 125 dwellings), would have a much lesser green belt impact and involve no coalescence and yet could offer benefits and facilities - such as the delivery of recreation, open space and some retirement accommodation - as an alternative. 
 
The Council therefore needs to carefully review the proposed allocations to ensure they satisfy the green belt criteria for release of sites (in an objective way), before it seeks infrastructure requests. If, on the other hand, sites are to be promoted on the basis of infrastructure ‘offers’, (in the nature of a ‘beauty contest’) this ought to be explicit and the option given to compete in the bidding should be available to all potential developers in an open and transparent way.  

Question 3a & 3b:  Have the correct Vision & Strategic objectives been identified? Yes broadly. Do you feel that the draft policies & proposals will deliver these objectives?   

The Vision is sufficiently broad to be acceptable to anyone! The general strategic objectives listed in paragraph 3.49 are also broadly acceptable. Whether they are achieved is covered in more detail below.

Question 4:  Green Belt & Open Countryside. Do you support the policy approach for Green belt in DS1 and Open Countryside DS2.     No to DS1. Yes to DS2.  

The 2019 Green Belt Study undertaken by LUC helps to explain the basis for designated green belt (in terms of the 5 purposes):

1. Checking unrestricted sprawl of urban areas,
2. Preventing neighbouring towns from merging intone another,
3. Assisting in safeguarding the countryside from encroachment,
4. Preserving the setting and special character of historic towns, and 
5. Assisting in urban regeneration by encouraging the recycling of derelict and other urban land.

The report refers to the PAS guidance in emphasising that landscape is not a direct issue or factor in determining or releasing green belt sites. Although the paragraph 141 of the NPPF indicates that LPA’s should plan positively to enhance the beneficial use of the green belt (There is no criterion which refers to the willingness of developers to provide additional infrastructure as a justification for the release of green belt).

We have already raised concerns (in relation to Question 2 above) about the broad-brush choice and size of the Stage 1 ‘Land Parcels’ and with the nature of some of their conclusions as a result. We have also raised concerns about whether individual site assessments under Stage 2 were actually reassessed between the 2014 and 2019 studies. This is critical where such as north of Codsall, Site 223 at Watery Lane (next to the Sandy Lane site, 222) was built out between 2014 and 2019. Unless this is addressed at the Preferred Options stage, this will need to be properly investigated either prior to Submission (or if not, during the Local Plan Examination hearings). 

Although the Council has faced some difficult challenges in that 80% of South Staffordshire District is covered by Green belt (with most of the rest being open countryside) and has therefore needed to make some bold choices, it appears to have selected some sites which clearly run contrary to the 5 green belt purposes within national policy advice.  

There are much bigger concerns however in relation to the choice of sites and their compatibility with the NPPF Green Belt policies. Sites such as ‘Land south of White Hill – Kinver’ Site 274) although partly a ‘safeguarded site’ represents a major incursion into green belt within the shadow of the Kinver Edge SSSI. Similarly, land at Keepers Lane -Site 419 on the southern edge of Codsall, is extremely prominent with no clear definable urban edge. 

A major issue, as indicated above, is the inclusion of the proposed Strategic Development Area ‘East of Bilbrook’ (Site 519) for 848 dwellings which is completely contrary to green belt policy. The proposed extension of the urban area of Codsall/Bilbrook eastwards which would  coalesce with Wolverhampton in two separate places, would break a fundamental tenet of the green belt policy in terms of allowing urban sprawl and the development of a precious gap between two settlements, thereby conflicting with two of the 5 key purposes within the NPPF.  Indeed, Figure 28 of the Greater Birmingham HMA Study (by GL Hearn /Woods) recommended on area of ‘Local separation’ to the east of Codsall/Bilbrook. Once again, this cannot be justified either on the provision of a new First School (which is not a green belt issue) nor on the alleged poorer quality of landscape (which again is not a green belt issue).

The ‘East of Bilbrook’ site emerges as much more sensitive than other sites around Codsall within both the 2014 and 2019 LUC green belt studies. The previous Bilbrook allocation (former site 443 from the 2018 SAD) and the safeguarded land (formerly sites 443 & 209) both seriously breach green belt principles, but a further extension to double the area of development (from 18.8ha to 39.6ha – see attached plan) thereby linking Codsall with Wolverhampton is completely unacceptable. It is the extension of the sites which creates the greatest damage in green belt terms. (See separate note and spreadsheet).

The balance of housing between the new 848 allocation (compared to the previous allocation and safeguarded sites - 443/209) should therefore be amended to distribute housing elsewhere in Codsall including a site of ‘Up to 125 dwellings’ at Sandy Lane, Codsall on the northern side of the village (Site 222). This lies adjacent to the recently developed former safeguarded land at Watery Lane (former site 223 from the SAD). At the same time, Policy DS1 should be adjusted to provide ‘Up to 125 dwellings’ for the Sandy Lane site.

Question 5:  Do you support the Spatial Strategy approach in DS3? No. Not entirely. 

Although we understand the Council’s approach, we have some major concerns about the emphasis under a number of different headings. 

1. We recognise that the choices within South Staffordshire are not easy. In a District which wraps around the edge of the West Midlands Conurbation and where 80% of land is green belt, whichever course is followed will involve the development of some green belt sites. However, if this is the case, we feel it would be more logical to use the 2018 GL Hearn/Wood report as a starting point for choosing sites, since this has been prepared at a strategic level using objective criteria across the whole conurbation and should be independent of subjective opinion.  The strategic green belt study has been prepared by ‘Wood’ consultants with a long experience of undertaking Green Belt reviews. Furthermore, as raised above, whilst we acknowledge the importance of linking infrastructure and new development we are concerned that the term ‘Infrastructure Led strategy’ is driving the choice of green belt sites so that more sensitive sites, for example those which would result in coalescence (such as ‘East of Bilbrook’) have been selected in front of other more logical green belt sites which fit better within green belt policy. This is ‘allowing the cart to lead the horse’. 

2. The Option G scenario promoted at the Council at the Spatial Housing Options stage envisaged a ‘Garden Village’ to be planned (albeit delivered beyond the plan period). This has now simply become an ‘Area of Search’ and will make no contribution to the SSDC housing numbers for many years.  The proposed Strategic Allocations at Cross Green (SA2) and Linthouse Lane (SA3) - both for 1200 dwellings, are not directly related to established settlements and are likely to be slow to come forward in that they are large strategic sites and will be competing for the same market. The Council’s Spatial Strategy needs to allow for a broad portfolio of sites so that each settlement is not reliant on a small number of very large sites (such as at Codsall/Bilbrook) which may be slow to come forward thereby undermining the Local Plan delivery target and the strategy.

3. We welcome the positive initiative in providing 4,000 dwellings over the plan period for meeting the needs of the wider Birmingham and Black Country area. However, the GBBCHMA shortfall (relating to the Black Country which adjoins South Staffordshire) seems to have increased since the original shortfall was identified and other adjacent local authorities seem unable or reluctant to offer housing contributions to help meet the shortfall. Furthermore, recent studies undertaken by consultants, Barton Willmore and Turley, on behalf of clients, have shown much higher levels of housing shortfall which have yet to be tested against the Councils’ figures.  Since SSDC effectively wraps around the NW side of the West Midlands conurbation, the extra 4,000 housing provision offered by South Staffordshire DC to serve the needs of the conurbation, may not prove to be enough. 
 
4. We acknowledge that the 8881housing target is accurate based on the current Standard Housing Method which in turn is based on a minimum annual average of 243 dwellings per annum, (including the 4,000 contribution for the West Midlands).  However, two points arise here. Firstly, the figures are based on minima and so there should be discussion at this Preferred Options stage about varying levels of housing provision, and secondly, the Secretary of State, Michael Gove, has indicated that he proposes to review the Standard Methodology and hence the distribution of housing, ostensibly to deflect housing provision to areas which can benefit from ‘levelling up’, especially in the Midlands and the North. This may well influence the Black Country and South Staffordshire figures in the future.

5. The scale of potential and planned employment growth within South Staffordshire is proving to be well above the provision expected from the ENDA 2018 findings. The recent granting of consent for a Strategic Rail Freight interchange at Four Ashes together with the growth of the I54 development is likely to boost the need for housing beyond the Standard Housing Requirement figure.  In addition, the onset of the Coronvirus pandemic has created a tendency for more people to work from home. This is likely to put greater pressure on the demand for larger houses in places like South Staffordshire where so many people would like to live.  There needs to be a reassessment to reflect this change in trends and demands.

6. The housing calculations shown on Table 8 incorporate both future allocations and safeguarded land as well as current allocations and existing permissions which may (or may not) come forward.  Some assessment for lapses (say 5-10%) needs to be made together with an allowance for those sites granted during the new plan period (up to 2038) which will deliver beyond the plan period. This is likely to apply especially to the larger sites which take longer to prepare, design and start and may be slower to deliver. The recently published Lichfield’s report ‘Taking Stock’ (supported by LPDF and HBF) explain the housing pipeline.

7. Based on our comments in point 1, we are not content with the level of housing allocated to Codsall/Bilbrook - which is a Tier 1 settlement and the main focus for South Staffordshire with a wide range of local services including two railway stations. Its level of provision has fallen back proportionately compared to Penkridge and some other settlements since the Issues and Options and Housing Strategy stage in 2019, despite Codsall being the main administrative centre and key focus for the District.  This aspect needs to be reviewed. 

8.  Finally, we do not support the proposed direction of growth on the edge of Codsall/Bilbrook which doesn’t conform to the advice within the Greater Birmingham Housing Market Study (GL Hearn /Woods report). That report envisaged, inter alia, growth would occur to the ‘North of Codsall as part of a broader strategic development area in what they called site PD2. This recommendation area is consistent with the Sandy Lane site. The Council’s proposed distribution conflicts with the technical advice on Green Belt criteria.
  
Question 5 (continued). How should the plan be amended?  See below.

The Council will need to review the implementation of the ‘infrastructure led’ approach to ensure that it conforms with Government policy including the green belt criteria and that the most appropriate sites are released for development, before seeking supporting infrastructure, so that the ‘cart doesn’t lead the horse’.

A flexible approach will need to be taken to ensure that the Council has a broad portfolio of sites and is not over-reliant upon large sites which may not materialise during the plan period or could be slow to deliver.

The Council will need to keep the overspill figure from Birmingham and the Black Country under review to ensure that it is realistic and make changes if necessary.

Again, the Council will need to be aware that the Standard Housing number could change in the future and therefore if it increases other sites may be needed in reserve, including further ‘safeguarded sites’.

The Council will not wish to discourage economic growth in and around South Staffordshire. The housing provision will therefore need to reflect the anticipated growth in jobs, irrespective of the housing target, which in any event, is indicative.

In calculating the number, size and distribution of housing allocations, the Council will need to fully reflect the likelihood of lapses and the development pipeline. (See new research by Lichfield’s entitled ‘Taking Stock’) which highlights the importance of understanding the housing pipeline.

The Council may need to look again at the level of provision within Codsall and Bilbrook in relation to other settlements, to ensure that it still reflects the overall spatial strategy and the level of future needs in the villages. 

Within that review, the Council should look carefully at the sites which have been allocated to ensure that they conform to green belt land release criteria and are not driven by the temptation of infrastructure contributions (which the sites themselves may have generated). For example, Bilbrook Parish Council has questioned whether the First School proposed at Bilbrook is actually necessary - other than to meet the demand created by the development itself.

Question 6: Do you support the policy for Longer Term growth aspirations for a new settlement?   If no. how should the policy be amended?  Yes, Broadly but it should also be focused on providing more safeguarded land.

Hallam Land acknowledges the importance of allowing for longer term growth aspirations within South Staffordshire.  It is a key responsibility of the Council not just to plan for the immediate Local Plan period, but also to look further ahead. This is particularly true for an authority which is 80% green belt and hence the options are challenging. 

Hallam Land understands the concept of identifying a site for a new settlement which could then grow as a new employment and housing focus for the District, be planned over the long-term and reflect all the important sustainable planning principles.  However, a new settlement should not be seen as a once and for all opportunity to overcome the District’s development pressures, or to put all the District’s ‘eggs in the one basket’. (NB.  Hallam Land doesn’t currently have any direct interest in the allocation of new settlement in the District, although it does have extensive experience in similar new settlement initiatives elsewhere).

With that in mind, we welcome the Council’s pragmatic approach in seeking to identify a new settlement site through an area of search and not (as some other authorities have done) simply to allocate a large site and hope development will come forward later in the plan period.  The Government has now changed the wording of the NPPF (para 22) to expect authorities to plan up to 30 years ahead when planning for a new settlement. 
 
However, if a new settlement is floated, it will always need to be complementary to the Council’s broader based development and delivery strategy for the remainder of the District. In doing so, the Council cannot avoid continuing to provide a wide portfolio of different sized sites throughout the District, especially in view of its unorthodox shape, extending for 20-30 miles north to south and wrapping around the north-west edge of the West Midlands conurbation, to ensure that they cater for the maximum range of peoples’ needs, including for affordable housing.   The other (quicker) option is through the provision of more safeguarded land.
Question 7a:  Do you support the Strategic Allocations (SA1-4). If not, explain why not.    No.  We are strongly opposed to the Strategic Growth Area (SA1) to the ‘East of Codsall/Bilbrook’ and not entirely convinced about the other two SDA’s proposed close to the edge of the conurbation. 

We acknowledge that the choices within South Staffordshire are difficult. However, we are concerned that the approach adopted by the Council for its 4 ‘strategic allocations seems to effectively ‘change the rules’ for identifying housing sites.  In practice, the larger the site, the more important it should be that they adhere to established planning principles outlined in the NPPF and other guidance and fund their own infrastructure. Our observation is that the Strategic Housing Sites SA1-SA4 seem to adopt different principles and there is a suggestion within the documents that due to their size and infrastructure requirements they may need to be immune to certain S106 requirements. Yet the purpose of allocating them is allegedly to pay for infrastructure – which sends a mixed message to others and local communities.

As a consequence of this and the apparently different ‘rules’ which are being applied, we are fundamentally opposed to the allocation of a Strategic Development site (SA1) at ‘East of Codsall Bilbrook’, (site 519) since this runs counter to the interpretation of Green Belt policy and effectively creates coalescence by joining up Codsall/Bilbrook with Wolverhampton thereby breaching the criteria for Green Belt land releases in accordance with the 5 Green Belt purposes.  As indicated above, the GL Hearn report (in paragraph 8.39) identified an area of localized restraint east of Codsall to protect Codsall/Bilbrook from coalescence. Table 47 of that report also raises concerns about similar pressures in relation to the expansion of the I54 employment area. The Council’s proposal for an SDA at ‘East of Bibrook’ completely contradicts that advice.
 
In contrast, the Greater Birmingham HMA Strategic Growth Study by GL Hearn /Wood highlights an area of green belt release entitled Location PD2 lying north of Codsall/Bilbrook (which the Council has ignored in the Preferred Options Local Plan).  Table 48 of the report (on page 199) lists ‘Proportionate Dispersal Locations in the green belt’ and includes ‘Land north of Codsall/Bilbrook as one of their 7 choices within the whole of the West Midlands region, under this criterion. In paragraph 8.121 it states: ‘There would be a limited likely strategic effect in this location, being part of edge of conurbation which is generally well-contained. There are containment (and local separation issues to the east of Codsall (as both opportunities and challenges) which would have to be considered as part of any detailed local assessment’. This indicates clearly that in their view, growth should be to the north, not to the east. 

The Council’s Spatial Strategy in focusing development to the east - thereby joining up Codsall/Bilbrook with Wolverhampton - is therefore completely contrary to the advice of the GL Hearn/Woods report. In our view, this stance may be due to shortcomings in the original in-house South Staffordshire Landscape Sensitivity Study 2015, which was reflected in the Council’s Sustainability Appraisal and informed the LUC Green Belt Review 2014 (which we have highlighted previously) where errors have simply been compounded from one report to the next. The area is also High Quality BMV Agricultural Land (Grade 2).

Even the Council’s own 2019 Green Belt Review, (by consultants LUC) highlights the area to the east of Codsall/Bilbrook - covering the proposed Strategic Housing Site (519) as being ‘Very high’ or ‘High’ in terms of Harm, in contrast to the land to the north of Codsall which is judged to be Moderate/High) indicating that the former is inappropriate in green belt terms. 

This apparent inconsistency with the evidence base, has already been picked up by the Council in its own evidence base where in Appendix 5 (Policy and Physical Constraints Paper) of the ‘Spatial Housing Strategy and Infrastructure Delivery’ report (October 2019) - which informed this Preferred Options plan - its states:

‘Codsall/Bilbrook 
 
the Green Belt parcels surrounding the settlement range from moderate to high harm, (NB. The Council’s report doesn’t explicitly say that the land which is ‘high’ and ‘very high’ is to the east where the ‘East of Bilbrook’ site has been selected).
 
the majority of Green Belt land adjacent to the settlement is high harm, although there are significant areas of moderate-high harm to the north and west of Codsall’. (Again, the report fails to explicitly spell our the implications of this)

Furthermore, under the Summary at paragraph 1.7 of the Appendix 5 report by the Council it merely says:-  

‘Of the Tier 1 settlements, the majority of Green Belt land surrounding Codsall/Bilbrook and Cheslyn Hay/Great Wyrley is high Green Belt harm, although there are smaller areas of lesser Green Belt harm in both settlements, particularly Cheslyn Hay/Great Wyrley’.  (This rather skates over the fact that the Council has contradicted its consultant’s advice by choosing an area of ‘high’ or ‘very high’ harm in selecting its choice of strategic site. 
The Council’s own Appendix 5 report then also includes Figure 1 (an extract from the GL Hearn/Woods Report) which shows very clearly a ‘blue blob’ labelled PD2 which sits on the area north of Codsall.  (PD = Proportionate dispersal).  It has however ignored this.

Paragraph 2.11 of Appendix 5 of the Council’s Spatial Housing Document quotes the findings of the GL Hearn report which state their preferences for future growth in this area. The report concludes that there should be growth ‘To the north of Codsall/Bilbrook (Area PD2)’. 
Therefore, even according to its own consultants’ advice, South Staffordshire District Council is clearly conflicting with its evidence base in allocating land to the ‘east of Codsall/Bilbrook’.

The Council does not explicitly make a reasoned case for the ‘Land east of Codsall/Bilbrook’ SDA as expressed within ‘Policy SA1 Strategic development Location: Land east of Bilbrook’. It simply explains the purpose of the allocation and the facilities to be provided.

However, implicitly, the justification for Policy proposal SA1 appears to be that:

a new neighbourhood for 848 homes would integrate into the wider community (as would any strategic location on the edge of Codsall/Bilbrook),
It would deliver a new First School (but this is not specifically justified other than as a result of the scale of development - which would apply to any urban extension)
It would be planned according to a Supplementary Planning Document (which would also apply to the 3 other SA’s and could apply to any urban extension).
By implication, the Council may feel that it is justified to make a further eastward extension to Bilbrook because sites 443 and 219 (from the 2018 SAD) already extend Bilbrook to the east - so by implication the Council may feel that the damage has already been done. (However, the SA1 proposal is even more damaging to a particularly fragile green belt location). 

Hallam Land has not examined either of the other 3 Strategic Development Locations as closely, but it is worth noting that in addition to the PD2 site north of Codsall/Bilbrook, the GL Hearn/Woods report identified:

An employment focus labelled (E ) roughly in the location of the I54 employment site (on the edge of South Staffordshire),
A suggested urban extension (UE2) on the area south of Penkridge,
An area for a potential new settlement (NS1) in the general area of Four Oaks (roughly in the area of search for the Garden Village) under Question 6 above.

Significantly however, they do not identify areas to the north of the conurbation consistent with areas at Cross Green (SA2) or Linthouse Lane (SA3) or north of Penkridge (SA4) - although in fairness, the latter is outside the green belt and so does not have the same green belt policy constraints. 

Question 7b. Do the SA’s warrant a separate policy and require Masterplans and Design Codes?  Yes. Subject to our comments on 7a above.

Any site chosen for a Strategic Development Area should be supported by a Site-specific Masterplan and Design Code.  This is an essential requirement within current planning policy in the 2021 version of the NPPF (as a result of the recent changes to the NPPF following the publication of the National Design Code Manual.

Question 8. Do you support the Housing Allocations in Policy SA5?   See below.

Like the majority of other representors, we have not assessed all the proposed housing allocations, however we have observed many of the sites and considered those close to our proposed allocation in more detail. We note that some selected sites are controversial and many are evidently not popular.  Some (especially those within the green belt) appear to be very much more sensitive than the land north of Codsall/Bilbrook - and specifically site 222 (Sandy Lane, Codsall) being promoted by Hallam Land Management. 

Focusing on those sites which are relevant to the Codsall/Bilbrook area (a Tier 1 settlement) we have the following comments:

Firstly, the main focus for proposed development is clearly site 519 ‘East of Bilbrook (with a capacity of 848). Our concerns about this site are covered under Questions 4,5,6,7 above. 

Secondly, an additional allocation (419) is made for 317 dwellings at Keepers Lane/Wergs Hall Road. Again, this is a very prominent site within the green belt without a clear and logical boundary to extend to. The countryside to the south is flat and fairly featureless. 

Thirdly, the Station Road site (224) for 85 dwellings appears to have been selected on its ability to provide an extension to the station car park. However, this is not a legitimate purpose to override other green belt constraints and would be unlikely to pass the ‘exceptional circumstances’ test. 

Fourthly, the Histons Hill site (228) in Codsall village centre is next to the Council offices and was a SAD allocation in 2018 and has remained undeveloped for some time. Arguably it might be better allocated for an employment use in view of its strategic position.  

Question 8. (Continued). Alternative Proposal. Site 222 Land at Sandy Lane Codsall.

As an alternative, Hallam Land Management would favour the allocation of land to the north of Codsall at Sandy Lane (site 222) for around 125 dwellings which would complement the adjacent Taylor Wimpey site (former safeguarded land) which is now fully built. This would be consistent with the conclusions of the GL Hearn report, which proposed a much larger area for development (Location PD2) to the north of Codsall.  (We summarise the merits of the Sandy Lane, Codsall site in a separate report).
 
In our opinion, the LUC 2019 Green Belt report, unfortunately replicated many of the same deficiencies as its predecessor (in 2014) due to the identification of the ‘Land Parcels’.  The Stage 1 Assessment is not ‘fit for purpose’ due to the wide extent of the land parcel (S41) to the north of Codsall, which extends to 1262 ha, whilst the Stage 2 Assessment is wrong in aggregating all the land to the east, north and west of the Codsall Conservation Area within the same Land Cover Parcel. Parcel S41A extends to an area of 107.3ha. This means that the potential impact of future development in all three areas have again been judged together within the same ‘Land Cover Parcel’ despite their characteristics being completely different. These conclusions exaggerate the potential ‘harm’ by combining it with other more sensitive land to the north and west of the Codsall Conservation Area.  Furthermore, since then, the Watery Lane site (adjacent to the Sandy Lane site) has been developed, further changing the context for the Sensitivity Assessment and meaning that the Sandy Lane site is now effectively surrounded by development on three sides – as can be seen within Page 522 of Appendix 3 of the Green Belt Study. This reflects unfairly on the Sandy Lane site which is physically and visually more aligned to the completed Watery Lane site to the east.  

Even allowing for this disadvantage, the 52.83ha described as ‘Land north of Codsall and south of Moat Brook’ in the 2019 study is only designated as Moderate-High (light blue) with a patch of Moderate (brown) on part of the Sandy Lane site compared with the land to the east ‘Land north of Moat Brook’ which is designated as ‘High’. 

In our view, a somewhat more fine-grained assessment would have produced a fairer result and reached similar conclusions to the Greater Birmingham HMA Strategic Housing Growth findings (otherwise known as the GL Hearn/Wood report). 

The land north of Codsall/Bilbrook has been clearly identified within the GL Hearn report as an ‘area of search’ where it is described as follows:

‘∙ To the north of Codsall/Bilbrook (Location PD2). There would be a limited likely significant strategic effect in this location, being part of an edge-of conurbation development which is generally well contained. There are containment (and local separation) issues to the east of Codsall (as both opportunities and challenges) which would have to be considered as part of any detailed local assessment’.

In conclusion, Site 222 at Sandy Lane to the north of Codsall has a clear potential for development (which has been outlined previously), supported by the easy access to local services and facilities. The adjacent land at Watery Lane, formerly identified as a ‘safeguarded site’, has subsequently been developed which strengthens the argument for the development of the Sandy Lane site and overcomes concerns about ‘sensitivity’ since it is now surrounded by development on three sides. The attached Concept Plan provides a clear expression of how the site could be developed to the advantage of the area.
Question 10.  Do you support the proposed employment allocation in Policy SA7? (West Midlands Interchange).   Yes. It is inevitable.

The decision to grant permission for the West Midlands Interchange site through the Development Consent Order process makes the allocation for development inevitable. The policy will therefore need to consider its implementation and its impact on housing generation and emerging need for affordable housing and other planning considerations.

Question 11. Do you support the policy approaches for Development Management set out in Chapter 6?     See Below.

Proposed Policy HC1 on Housing Mix:  This policy aims to provide a level of prescriptiveness which may turn out to be counter-productive. Although it is sensible to strive for a balance and variety of house types and tenures, there is no justification for;
· All development to have a mixture of property sizes, types and tenures.  (In some cases, eg. smaller schemes or specialist developments such as a Retirement schemes may be more suitable without variety of type or tenure.)
· 75% of properties to be 3 bedroomed or less. (In practice most schemes will only have 25% of 4 bedroomed properties – but the onset of the Coronavirus and the tendency for people to want to work from home, may justify a larger % of homes to be 4 bedroomed or higher). The Council needs to think more flexibly on dwelling size and function to allow for home working which has wider sustainability benefits).
· Affordable housing to conform to the latest Housing Market Assessment and other housing needs evidence. (This seems logical but should be interpreted flexibly. Market demand can change very quickly depending upon economic circumstances).

Proposed Policy HC2 on Density:   This would appear to be a relatively high level of density for a suburban/rural District where development will be expected to reflect and respect the lower density development within rural settlements.  The density should therefore be determined to reflect local circumstances without an overall target or limit. Guidance exists in the NPPF para 125 and can be determined in more detail in Masterplans and Design Codes for larger sites.

Proposed Policy HC3 on Affordable Housing:  The level of affordable housing will vary depending upon the local circumstances of the site and the Viability Studies which will support the Local Plan in future. A 30% contribution with a distribution between social housing, shared ownership and first homes seems a logical starting point, but the precise balance will need to be negotiated depending upon the circumstances, the local needs and the viability of the site. 

Proposed Policy HC7 Self build/custom build housing:  We would favour the positive allocation of a number of smaller scale self-build sites (sought through a call for sites’) rather than the imposition of quotas for self-build on allocated sites where self-build doesn’t easily fit-in in terms of management, security and timescales.  Self-builders tend to want to do their own thing, not be part of a larger commercial site.

Proposed Policy HC9 Design Requirements:  These criteria are largely desirable and sensible in terms of presenting a check-list to developers, but they need to be applied flexibly to ensure that there is scope for variety as opposed to mediocrity.
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