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COTSWOLDS CONSERVATION BOARD

POSITION STATEMENT 


Housing and Development


1. Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs) are designated by the Government for the purpose of ensuring that the special qualities of the finest landscapes in England and Wales are conserved and enhanced. 
2. In the Cotswolds AONB, the planning system has been essential in conserving and enhancing the special qualities of the landscape.
3. The Cotswolds Conservation Board is the body set up by Parliament to conserve and enhance the natural beauty of the Cotswolds AONB and increase the awareness and understanding of the special qualities of the AONB.

4. The following position statement concerns the use of land to meet growth of housing and employment in the Cotswolds AONB. The Cotswolds need economic growth and need to accommodate that growth. This is a living and working landscape and must remain so; it should not become an exclusive commuter belt.  This statement is about how the planning system should continue to be used to ensure the correct balance is maintained, conserving those things which make this a distinctive and special countryside.  

Position Statement on Housing and Development.
5. This statement covers those matters which fall for decision under the planning system. However, it does not cover transport matters, or minerals and waste or renewable energy issues as they are covered under separate Board position statements. The main planning documents referred to in this statement are Regional Spatial Strategies (RSSs) and Local Development Frameworks (LDFs). RSSs set the overall housing numbers to be provided and the strategic direction for location of new development.  LDFs consider more local issues, the allocation of development sites and include detailed land use policies.

Background

6.
Planning Policy Statement 7 makes clear that in designated landscapes, including AONBs, the protection of the landscape has the highest priority with respect to planning issues. This longstanding policy has been one of the main tools to maintain the quality of the finest landscapes. Section 85 of the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 requires public bodies, including regional and local planning authorities, to have due regard to the purposes of designation in carrying out their functions.

7 The Cotswolds AONB is one of the least densely populated areas in England. The population of 157,800 is spread over an area of 790 square miles. The largest of the market towns has approximately 5000 inhabitants and many have less than 3000. Similarly, villages are usually less than 1000 in population and many are less than 300. These are generally an order of magnitude smaller than towns and villages in the surrounding rural areas. Moreover each town and village has its own distinct character derived from topography, the settlement pattern, local architecture and history.  This is a very fragile environment where a very small number of inappropriate new houses or other development can have a disproportionate effect on character. 

8 The AONB is surrounded by major towns and cites and all of which are destined for continued significant economic growth. With good roads around and through the AONB, it is a very attractive environment for commuters to seek to live.  Landscape character can be eroded by infilling in villages and by small estates on the edges of market towns attempting to meet this demand. Whilst such developments have not individually been of sufficient magnitude to cause significant damage to the AONB or significant increases in traffic; the cumulative effect has in many cases been particularly harmful. 

9 Against this background, the policies relating to planning and development in the Cotswolds AONB Management Plan are:

“To ensure that conservation and enhancement of the outstanding natural beauty, historic environment and character of the AONB is fully reflected in statutory land use planning policies.”

“To promote consistency in decision making on proposed developments throughout the AONB and surrounding areas.”

10 Because the Cotswolds form the largest Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty in England and Wales and lie within 17 local authority areas and 3 regions the need for such consistency is particularly great.

11 At the regional level it is likely that there will be a common language in the policies in the RSSs covering designated landscapes. However, we are concerned that there may not be consistency on the other important issues outlined below which could adversely effect the AONB. 

Strategic Directions

12 The Board supports the strategic direction of concentration of development on the major cities/towns and welcomes the recognition of the importance of the natural environment to economic well-being of the regions as a whole. The Board is not expressing a view on the precise level of development for any particular city and the balance with other principal settlements. It is however concerned that the policy of concentration will be undermined if the framework of policy and strategy as it applies to rural areas is too generalised, leading to inconsistencies and weaknesses in the LDFs. Under these circumstances the AONB would be open to levels of development which are inappropriate and damaging.

13 The Board fully recognises that the AONB is a living and working landscape and that some economic development should take place within the AONB. The Board therefore supports development of employment opportunities of an appropriate scale and nature for the AONB. However such economic development needs to be matched by provision of affordable housing in perpetuity so that those who work in the locality can also live there. The Board encourages making use of the new provision in PPS3 whereby planning authorities can allocate sites specifically for affordable housing in rural areas in their development plans. It also recognises the possible need to approve sites which would not normally be acceptable (exception sites). The Board’s concern is primarily with open market housing development and that there will be leakage of such development from the surrounding large cities and towns creating further commuting and squeezing out local residents. 

14 Simply increasing the rate of building of market housing will not solve the problems of affordable housing or loss of local services. In rural areas significant increases in housing numbers are likely to do irreversible damage to the environmental assets which underpin prosperity. Under these circumstances affordable housing can only be provided by sustained long term policy initiatives rather than market forces. The Board is concerned that Housing Market Assessments or Studies will focus on open market demand and will fail to robustly identify the need for affordable housing. As meeting open market demand in the AONB is known to be unsustainable, these conclusions from HMAs should be discounted in favour of protection of the environment and meeting local affordable housing need.

15 The Cotswolds is an environmental asset surrounded by development pressure; therefore development needs to be carefully managed.  The Board believes that this situation needs to be recognised in the text, strategies and policies of the RSSs and the LDFs. In particular these documents should contain clear strategy statements recognising the need to manage housing development through policies of restraint of market forces in the AONB. To implement this strategy there should be policies for development in the AONB distinguishing between within and outside the market towns and setting strict and restrictive criteria for new housing. 

16 Within the market towns and larger settlements a balance needs to be maintained between growth of employment and growth in total housing (market and affordable combined). In towns where that balance has not been achieved and there is a high proportion of out-commuting, there should be greater restraint on new open market housing and additional encouragement for employment. The Board believes the above is recognised in most regional and central government policy and will be reflected in LDFs. The Board’s main concern is therefore with development in villages, small hamlets and the open countryside. In all cases new housing development should respect the historic pattern of the settlement, it local architectural style(s) and the principles of sustainability such as access to transport and services. In many places high densities are typical of the built heritage and should be encouraged where this is the case.
17
The Board notes that one local planning authority in the AONB has already recognised the problem and its recently adopted local plan includes policies focused on only allowing social needs and affordable housing developments in villages, whilst strongly constraining any new open market housing designed to meet demand from commuters. The Board commends this as a model.   
Some specific subjects for cooperation between LPAs in formulating LDFs

18.
The Board believes it is important that Local Planning Authorities work 

together to formulate common policies applicable to the AONB across

district, county and regional boundaries. Specific examples of where such cooperation should be encouraged are:

· Where PPS7 requires local authorities to set down in their LDFs policies and criteria for certain types of development in the open countryside.

· Developing a common understanding and language that “small scale” can only be defined in context, rather than as an absolute.

· Where the housing market area of a large city or town impinges upon the AONB, the development of common strategies and polices which ensure that demand for commuter housing is set aside and the assessment of housing requirements is focused on affordable housing to meet local needs.

· Developing a common approach to strategies of restraint and allocation of housing to the AONB.  
· The suggestion that in some National Parks and AONBs local authorities may wish to restrict second home ownership. Primarily this could be applied to new builds or conversions. 

19.The Board considers that all the above have merit and would wish to participate in the debate between local authorities. The Board believes that RSSs should provide the framework of policy and encouragement for such co-operation.

Planning applications and Landscape Character Assessment and Guidelines 

20. In considering individual planning applications the Board would expect the specific guidance for each landscape type found in the Board’s Landscape Character Assessment and associated Landscape Character Strategies and Guidelines to be used to guide siting and suitability of development in conjunction with any more recent detailed guidance developed by individual Local Authorities, including Village Design Statements, and Design Codes. Some general criteria from these guidelines are: 

· Developments should integrate well into the historical pattern or character of the settlement. This will vary depending on the landscape character type and needs to be determined on a case by case basis.
· Building style should respect the local tradition. Inappropriate, particularly suburban, styles and materials should be avoided. Where new building is required, it should be to a high standard of design as befits a nationally designated landscape. Innovative schemes based on sustainable construction principles are to be preferred to timid pastiche or over-cautious design. 
· Developments should respect and conserve and not obstruct public views to higher slopes or skylines or sweeping views across the landscape.
· Existing buildings built of traditional materials and of architectural merit should be restored in preference to new building. Existing buildings should be carefully conserved and proposals for conversion to new uses must retain their historic integrity and functional character. Sound conservation advice and principles must be sought and implemented at all times during this process to achieve the right balance for individual projects.
· The preference is for agricultural buildings to be retained in use or converted to employment/social use. Conversion to residential use is the least favoured option and in these cases suburbanisation of the immediate landscape is to be avoided.
· Telecommunications apparatus should be placed on existing masts where possible.

· Where new telecommunication masts or other masts are unavoidable they should be placed so that they do not adversely affect views across, to and from [the] prominent skylines and thus damage the sense of remoteness and open vistas. Masts should be set against trees, or use existing masts/structures. Where economically possible cables should be buried.
· Particular care should be taken to ensure lighting is designed to be down lighting, discrete and does not affect “dark skies”.
· Developments of disused airfields should have a development brief, brief or masterplan incorporating and based on a full contextual appraisal, minimise impact on open character of the High Wold dip slope, promote the use of existing buildings for commercial use consistent with AONB, and not include ill-considered siting of or major new buildings. In some circumstances the replacement of existing buildings with better designed new buildings may be appropriate.
· The Board has issued a Position Statement on the provision of renewable energy generating capacity in the Cotswolds AONB. This encourages the provision of such capacity in ways which are compatible with the purposes of designation of the AONB.
NOTES

The Cotswolds Conservation Board has the statutory duty to pursue the following two purposes: 
a)
to conserve and enhance the natural beauty of the AONB; and

b)
to increase the understanding and enjoyment of the special qualities of the AONB.
In fulfilling these roles, the Board shall seek to foster the economic and social well-being of people living in the AONB.

The Board is comprised of members appointed by the local authorities, elected parish council representatives and individuals appointed by the Secretary of State. The Board, formed in December 2004, is the only organisation that looks after the AONB as a whole.

The Cotswolds AONB was designated in 1966 and extended in area in 1990.  It is one of 41 Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty across England and Wales.  It is the largest AONB, covering 790 sq.miles (2038 sq.km).  It is a landscape of equal importance to National Parks such as Snowdonia and the Lake District.

For further information contact:

Malcolm Watt, 

Planning Officer, 

Cotswolds Conservation Board

Tel: 01451 862004  

Fax: 01451 862001 

email:  malcolm.watt@cotswoldsaonb.org.uk.

website:  www.cotswoldsaonb.org.uk.
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