[image: image1.jpg]Founded 1932




Elmbridge Local Plan: Options Consultation 2019
Response of Hinchley Wood Residents Association   
Hinchley Wood Residents' Association (HWRA) represents residents' interests in the local area, including through sponsorship of two councillors on Elmbridge Borough Council.  Our subscription income and the numbers voting for our candidates demonstrate that HWRA has the support of the great majority of our residents.

Summary
We do not believe that the requirement to find space for 9,345 new dwellings in Elmbridge over the next 15 years is achievable without serious and lasting damage to the quality of life in the borough.  All of the options in the consultation which seek to meet this target have unacceptable consequences – either detrimental changes to the character of existing urban centres, or destruction of our valued Green Belt and open spaces, with wild life and recreation being squeezed into further reduced areas.
In addition, the infrastructure in Elmbridge and surrounding areas is already near breaking point.  Massive investment would be needed to cope with development on the scale envisaged, and there is no evidence that this would be forthcoming.  Moreover, the needed infrastructure improvements would further impact our Green Belt and open spaces.
For these reasons, we cannot actively support any of the options presented: Option 4, being the least damaging, is the only one which might be acceptable to our residents.
Strategic considerations

We reiterate the concerns expressed in our submission in response to the 2016/17 consultation about the pressures on the local infrastructure and services.  These are already severe, and development on the scale demanded by central government would push them to breaking point:

· In recent decades Elmbridge’s population has grown faster than the national average (18% from 1981 to 2014, compared with 14% nationally).  Between 2011 and 2015 alone, the number of households increased from 52,900 to 56,715, an increase of 7%.

· Traffic is congested and trains are overcrowded
· Schools are bursting at the seams: children living close to Hinchley Wood senior school are denied places, and at the junior school a single form entry has had to increase to three forms.
· Health services are under severe pressure, and there is no general hospital in the borough

· Flood defences and drainage systems are regularly exposed as being inadequate:  concreting over further large areas for housing and related infrastructure can only exacerbate the problem.

In these circumstances, we believe that Elmbridge should not just meekly accept the housing targets set in Whitehall, but should seek to persuade the government to think again. Targets dictated by national government for individual local authorities, regardless of local circumstances, are not the answer to alleviating the current chronic national housing shortage.  The government should be seeking to deliver attractive surroundings (houses, employment and infrastructure) in all regions rather than exacerbating what is an already overheated South East.
Green Belt & open spaces
HWRA is strenuously opposed to building on Green Belt anywhere in Elmbridge.  We believe that sacrificing the Green Belt would be damaging and short-sighted, and is not the answer to alleviating the national housing shortage.  Once lost, Green Belt cannot be replaced.  
In Elmbridge, the peripheral Green Belt is central to preventing the borough from merging into the Greater London conurbation.  If the north-eastern corner of the borough becomes indistinguishable from its built-up neighbour, the distinctive character of the borough would be irrevocably lost, and the quality of life for all concerned would be greatly diminished. 
Such an approach is incompatible with the social, environmental and economic agenda which requires us to act sustainably so that future generations do not inherit an asset in a worse condition than that in which we inherited it.  The loss of trees and green spaces goes against Whitehall’s ambitions for net zero carbon emissions by 2050.
Local area 58 (Long Ditton Green Belt)
We continue to dispute the conclusion in the 2016 consultants’ report that the Long Ditton Green Belt (area 58) is ‘poorly performing’.  This assessment failed to take sufficient account of the unique value of this area of Green Belt, located as it is in a position of  both strategic and community importance which goes to the heart of why land is set aside as Green Belt.

· Strategically, area 58 sits alongside the principal road gateway into Elmbridge for travellers from Greater London.  It provides a clear visual indication of the transition from the London conurbation to the more green and open environment of Elmbridge.  Without it, Elmbridge would just merge imperceptibly into the sprawl of London.  The fact that area 58 is bounded by development on three sides makes it all the more important not to allow it to be merged into a part of suburbia.  The whole point is that its openness contrasts strongly with the built form surrounding it.
· Area 58 is also a vital resource for the local community.  This is already one of the most densely populated parts of the borough, and one which has among the fewest opportunities to access green space.  Its loss would therefore have a disproportionate effect on our residents.  They (and the occupants of any new housing built in area 58) would have that much further to travel to access green space, once again adding to the pressure on local infrastructure. 
· The area is well-used by the community, including the hockey and cricket clubs, allotments,  dog walkers and walking groups on One Tree Hill, and enterprises such as  Squires garden centre. 
· The Commons Management Team report that the area is performing well.
In short, area 58 provides an important setting contributing to the character and strong sense of place, particularly for entrants to and those leaving Elmbridge.  It makes a unique contribution to the overall character of the area, as the first hint of what the borough has to offer and the last taste of openness.   It must not be needlessly destroyed.

Lands adjacent to Hillcrest Gardens, Avondale Avenue and Heathside
These areas of Green Belt are integral to the character of Hinchley Wood, and we strongly oppose the idea of releasing them for development.
Among other considerations, their development of these areas for housing would present severe problems of access and congestion, for example at the pinch point where Heathside emerges onto the Kingston by-pass.  It is not clear how vehicular access to either site could be provided without the demolition of existing houses.
It is worth noting that the field behind Hillcrest Gardens is of some historical interest, being  'Part of Crooked Field' (pasture) on the 1843 Tithe Map and most probably originally part of Upper Hook Field - a large open, i.e. shared, field system dating back to the medieval period; and there is some evidence of a recorded history dating to before the Norman Conquest.  
HWRA
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Annex:  Specific responses to questionnaire

1. Have you read the Options Consultation document?

Yes

2. Which area do you live in?
Hinchley Wood

3. Place-making and the continued success of well designed, well-functioning places is fundamental to developing a growth strategy for the borough.

3a. What are the key characteristics that make your area a great place to live?

Hinchley Wood combines easy access to London with a pleasant local environment - in the words of the early Southern Railway advertising slogan ‘Your home in the country’.  Despite intervening development, Hinchley Wood retains much of its original village character. It is surrounded on over 80% of its periphery by Green Belt and open spaces. It enjoys relatively low levels of crime and disorder, has a thriving village centre with a varied range of local shops and services, and has well-regarded local schools.

3b. What changes would you like to see in the borough over the next 15 years?

Investment in infrastructure to make good past shortfalls and provide for future demand, particularly in relation to health services, transport and education.

4. This options consultation document sets out 5 options for housing growth for the borough. These are: 
Option 1-intensify urban area 

Option 2-optimise urban area and 3 area of Green Belt release 

Option 3-optimse urban area and large Green Belt release 

Option 4-optimise urban area 

Option 5-optimise urban area and small areas of Green Belt release

4a. Which option will best suit your area?

Option 4-optimise urban area 

4b. Please give details of any alternative way you think you could meet the governments ambitious housing target for Elmbridge of 623 new homes each year for the next 15 years

As stated in our covering paper, we do not think the government’s targets are achievable without unacceptable detriment to the quality of life in the borough, so we are not in a position to suggest alternative ways of meeting them.
5. How do you think we should plan for the new homes we need in your area?
Higher densities:  a moderate increase in densities would be acceptable.  In our previous submission we gave as examples a more intensive use of settlement car parks with low rise buildings offering both car parking and dwellings.  HWRA also favours the use of brownfield sites, together with purchases of industrial sites from under-performing businesses and/ or compulsory purchases, so that these can be consolidated into strategic sites for housing essential workers on a variety of tenures.  
Release of Green Belt: not acceptable.

6a. Are you aware of any planning issues that need to be addressed in our detailed day-to-day planning policies?

Yes

6b.  If yes, please specify

Density:  while some increases in densities are inevitable, these should be kept to the minimum necessary.  The prevailing pattern in Hinchley Wood of detached and semi-detached dwellings with ample gardens should be preserved.
Design/character: new developments should harmonise with the existing built environment
Building heights:  some increase in building heights in the main urban centres may be acceptable, but in suburban/ village settings such as Hinchley Wood there should be no increase in the height of buildings permitted.
Parking:  whilst we wish to encourage as much as possible the use of public transport, adequate parking needs to be provided to meet the needs of residents and businesses.  Hinchley Wood does not have a car park, and on-street parking is inadequate to meet demand (a problem exacerbated by Surrey County Council’s recent decision to further restrict parking in Station Approach, which will affect the viability of local businesses and the doctors’ surgery).  When the effects of the use of on-street parking by rail commuters and of potential large-scale new housing developments are taken into consideration, residential streets will quickly become clogged up by on-street parking unless alternative provision is made.
7. Do you have any other comments to make in relation to this Options Consultation?
No

8. Did you respond to the previous Local Plan Strategic Options Consultation in 2016?

Yes

