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Cults Bieldside Milltimber Community Council

To:Dr M Bochel                                                    51, Colthill Circle

     Planning and Infrastructure                               Milltimber

                      St, Nicholas House                                           Aberdeen, AB13 0EH 

                                                                                                11th December 2009

Dear Dr Bochel,

Main Issues Report

I write on behalf of the Cults, Bieldside and Milltimber Community Council in response to the consultation on the main issues report. Our comments are divided into three sections.  The first deals with the generic issues affecting the local plan including key aspects of policy. The section covers; scale of development; affordable housing; infrastructure to support the plan; developer contributions; transport and accessibility; housing design and landscaping of sites; the city centre and retailing.  The second section focuses on the settlement strategy and the sites for housing and employment specific to lower Deeside. The third makes some recommendations on the next phase of consultation. The sentences that are highlighted provide a summary of our key points.
Section 1

Scale of Development

At the public meetings in our area it was evident that very few people believe the demand forecasts for housing in the structure and local development plans. As a community council we have consistently highlighted that the housing demand is grossly exaggerated based on very spurious forecasts for economic and population growth.  This was prior to the full scale of the economic crisis becoming apparent from October 2008 making the forecasts from now to 2016 even more unrealistic. In the local plan 2000 to 2010, the forecast for homes on Greenfield sites was 1,200. The forecast in the main issues report from 2007 to 2016 is 12,000 homes on Greenfield sites, a 10-fold increase. We can find no justification for this scale of increase and undermines our confidence in the planning process.

We ask that a full housing demand/needs assessment be completed. This will enable the housing forecasts to be based on a more realistic view about the actual number of houses that will be built. At the very least, we request that the release of land for new housing is prioritised to ensure that developers focus on completing one housing development prior to starting another. This will enable the city council to ensure that the infrastructure changes are targeted in the right place and delivered at the right time.

The underlying concern from the public is unfettered, piecemeal development with developers’ cherry picking sites across the city with a view to minimising their contributions. This would lead to a series of token gestures on infrastructure improvements, which neither delivers the changes needed for the city as a whole, nor meet the requirements of specific sites. It is incumbent on the city council to put the necessary safeguards in place to protect the public from this outcome. The local authority and the council are accountable for the timely delivery of infrastructure improvements and for following through with significant penalties for developers who do not meet their commitments.

Affordable Housing

We do not believe that the city council has a coherent policy on affordable housing. We ask that clarity be provided on the demand broken down into different types of housing, flats/3 bedroom houses etc. This should include the housing required for rental and to buy. It is unrealistic to include 3 bedroom houses that developers wish to sell at prices in excess of £200,000 unless local or national government will be funding a substantial part of the equity capital. We believe that a better definition of ‘affordable housing’ would be social housing to rent at levels that are affordable.

Via the housing demand/needs assessment the scale of the shortfall in social housing that needs to be addressed over the life of the local development plan can be identified. We request that much greater clarity is established on how the social housing will be provided, in the form of quantifiable commitments from the city council, housing associations, the Scottish government and developers on the number of houses to be built and funding. In essence what is required is a proper project plan with clear timescales, responsible parties and critical milestone dates. 

Infrastructure to Support the Plan

Apart from a widespread challenge on the scale of housing development being proposed, the most apparent outcome of the public meetings was the lack of confidence the public have in the city council to deliver the infrastructure to support the plan. The fact that the recently completed Cults Academy cannot accommodate new pupils from within the area only increases the scepticism. We support the need for master plans for the infrastructure of all new sites. We feel the threshold for creating a master plan should be at 25 homes as opposed to 50. In addition we believe that overall master plans are required for the city for each of the major elements of infrastructure i.e. there would be a master plan for retail developments, schools, roads, waste, public transport, cycle & walking paths, medical and community facilities specifically linked to the local plan. Each needs to be accompanied by a project plan and a detailed funding plan. We believe that to get public support each master plan needs to be shared with the public well in advance of publication of the draft local plan to enable proper feedback. The production of infrastructure master plans and specific site master plans should ensure that the infrastructure is properly integrated. The public expect the delivery of the agreed infrastructure in advance of houses being built

Developer Contributions

We request that greater clarity is provided on the contributions required from developers. We believe clarity is required for the benefit of developers and the public. We assume that the main issues report is recommending that each site master plan should set out the expectations of developers in respect of the infrastructure. In addition their needs to be clarity on developer contributions for the wider infrastructure improvements needed for the whole city.  

To provide the necessary reassurance for communities that facilities will be in place at the appropriate stage of development, funding mechanism need to be transparent, milestone dates for payments need to be agreed, with recognition of significant penalties for developers if commitments are not delivered. We fully support the concept of supplementary, enforceable guidelines on developer contributions. However, we believe this needs to be reinforced by legally binding agreements, including collective responsibility for the provision of the whole infrastructure for a site where multiple developers are involved.

It was evident from the public meetings that there is little trust in developers to meet their obligations. The underlying perception is that developers are solely motivated to maximise their profits and thus minimise, or even avoid, their contributions. This may be misplaced but it only reinforces the need for transparency.

Transport and Accessibility

As a community council we have advocated through the regional and local transport strategies the need for better public transport to achieve a modal shift from cars to buses and trains.  In particular, we believe this requires a transformation in the bus network with a more frequent and reliable service with fares that will attract new passengers.  Despite the statements of good intent from Nestrans and the rhetoric of politicians promoting public transport we see no evidence of any significant improvement in the bus service. Indeed the frequency of the service is deteriorating, some services have been withdrawn and fares continue to rise. We request that the relationship with the bus operators changes either to a statutory quality partnership or a new deal on deregulation. Without this we don’t see any prospect of a bus service being provided that will reduce the dependency on cars.

We are equally sceptical about new employment land within communities having any significant impact on reducing travel to work.  Many other more important factors will determine the choice of homes that the public will buy e.g. style, cost, availability, family connections, schools. This is not an exhaustive list but an indication of the relatively low importance attached to the immediate proximity of the work location when choosing a family home. 

We support the need to integrate walking, cycling, public transport and the local road infrastructure into new developments, including implementation of the core paths project. We welcome efforts to minimise the impact of development on the existing road network and reduce the carbon impact of transport. We recognise the need to ensure clarity and consistency over the application of car parking standards. However, in the context of reducing the strain on the existing road network created by the scale of development proposed in the local development plan we believe that the likely actions in these areas will have a minimal impact.

As a consequence we believe that traffic management is probably the most significant issue in the assessment of the local development plan in determining whether sites for housing development are viable and whether the overall scale of development is sustainable. We believe the local development plan will require a significant number of new roads to be built, which aside from the issue of funding will have damaging consequences for the environment. In this context we question whether the overall plan for housing is achievable, let alone desirable.  

 Housing Design and Landscaping of Sites  

We welcome the emphasis in the main issues report to improve the quality of design and support the initiatives that are being undertaken.  We believe that master planning will facilitate better design and enable the public to be involved at an early stage in site proposals to ensure they are more aligned with the wishes of the community. We hope that the design of houses for sites will have more variety than seen in the past with a greater emphasis on landscaping, green spaces and trees to enhance the attractiveness of new developments. We believe that agreement through master planning on each site on variety of houses, size and landscaping will be more productive than a rigid policy on housing density.  

Inevitably there is a subjective element to design.  Variety and space for greenery has a cost for developers. This will bring tensions and it is not clear how they will be resolved.  We regard the opportunity to influence the design at an early stage as an important first step. We would also hope that the ability to object to design proposals by community councils with a process of proper iteration on design options would be a major part of master planning.  The concern is that the city council will be acquiescent to the wishes of developers and that the community will have little impact on the final design.

We request policy guidance on this issue particularly on how potential conflicts will be resolved. We wish to see representatives from the public being part of the Design Review Panel.   

We don’t believe that Gypsy/Traveller sites should be included in residential areas. Inclusion in residential areas is unlikely to be welcomed by Gypsy/Travellers, let alone local residents. Given the legal constraints we see little option but to provide a discrete Greenfield site for Gypsy /Travellers with reasonable access to schools, shops and other facilities via public transport.

The City Centre and Retailing

We would like to see Union Street restored as the prime shopping area for Aberdeen akin to Princess Street in Edinburgh and Buchanan Street in Glasgow. The expectation is a range of high quality shops running the length of Union Street with all other retail developments in the city centre such as Union Square, Bon Accord Centre and the Green being complimentary. 

We believe it is critical to attract a greater range of high quality shops to make Union Street the focus and the first point of call for shoppers coming into Aberdeen. The majority of the new shops in Union Square are a repetition of stores already in the city centre with an emphasis on a fairly young market. 

It is generally acknowledged that Union Street has a ‘tired’ feel about it. We support the major redevelopment of Union Terrace gardens to provide a better focus for the city centre that is not driven by retailing. We also believe it is essential to provide better connections in the form of escalators and moving walkways from Union Square and the Green to Union Street. These measures together with a focus on high quality shops for Union Street should provide the revitalisation needed.  

Underpinning the above is a desire for a more integrated approach to the development of the city centre than has been evident in the past. In principle we support the pedestrianisation of Union Street but the lack of a comprehensive traffic management plan to ensure the efficient flow of traffic around the city centre breeds’ negativity. There appears to be no real plan to address the fact that Union Street is the interchange hub for the city buses. Pedestrianisation will probably require Guild Street and Schoolhill to become bus only routes. The above only emphasises the importance of integrated planning. These issues need to be addressed through the master plan for the city centre.  

Section 2

Settlement Strategy

We are pleased that the settlement strategy acknowledges the constraints on extensive development across lower Deeside.  The Dee Valley is an important part of the natural landscape setting of the city that needs to be protected. In this context we particularly welcome the exclusion of sites for development south of the North Deeside Road in Milltimber, Bieldside and Cults. We would also request that Loirsbank is removed from the previous local plan and excluded from future plans given its impact on the flood plain.

Although we have concerns about the sites that have been selected in our area, which we will cover, we understand why they have been chosen and we don’t want to see other sites being substituted for them.  For example, we don’t see the site at Contlaw Road in Milltimber (given its topography, access to woodlands, wildlife and its use for recreation) as an alternative to Oldfold Farm in Milltimber.

As a general principle we favour new  ‘stand alone’ type developments such as Counteswells in preference to ‘bolt on’developments. This enables a focus on providing the complete infrastructure for a new site. We fear that ‘bolt on’ developments such as Oldfold Farm in Milltimber will lead to minimal infrastructure changes because it will be perceived that the local community will be able to get by with the existing infrastructure.  

It is apparent from the main issues report that the infrastructure of the area particularly the roads and the need for additional schools make further housing development very difficult. We appreciate the recognition that developments in Aberdeenshire will have a significant impact on the local road network in our area, increasing traffic on the North Deeside Road, which is already running at capacity. This impacts on the viability of possible new housing in lower Deeside. 

Counteswells

There is a tendency to look to the AWPR as the solution to all the city’s transport problems. A connection to the AWPR from this site will have a minimal impact on traffic. Most of the commuting traffic will travel East towards the city. The existing road from Counteswells towards the city would not cope with the increased volume of traffic.  A connection to the A944 would alleviate some traffic but this road is already stretched and there is new housing proposed for Kingswells too. The likely outcome is that commuter traffic will seek to travel into the city on the North Deeside Road via Kirk Brae compounding the congestion problems. We feel it is unrealistic to believe that new homeowners in Counteswells will see a road dedicated to bus services as the solution. As a consequence we question whether a development, particularly on the scale proposed, is viable.  

Coupled with the potential need for two new primary schools and a secondary school we are not convinced that such a large-scale development of 3,000 homes is possible in this location.

Milltimber – Oldfold Farm

The addition of 500 houses at Oldfold Farm will change the character of Milltimber. A sense of place is rightly seen as important criteria in the assessment of sites.  There is also the issue of coalescence of communities and the loss of identity. We believe these are significant issues for this development.

Although the scale of development is not as large as Counteswells, the traffic on the North Deeside Road, the need for a new primary school and the constraint on additional pupils at Cults Academy are also issues for this site We don’t believe that the availability of employment land will have any noticeable impact on commuting traffic. A small retail store similar to the one in Bieldside in walking distance for local residents maybe of some benefit but this would be the extent of the employment opportunity. The reality is this development would be a base for residents who would commute to other parts of the city.

We understand that utilities in Milltimber are at maximum capacity and the sewage system will require upgrading.

If this development were to be included in the local development plan the master plan would require considerable scrutiny. The plan for the site so far is extremely vague about landscaping, the provision of roads, cycle and walking paths, trees and woods for screening, affordable housing and community facilities. There have been lots of statements of good intent but the proposal is short on detail. 

Friarsfield

Our reservations about the development of 185 houses at Friarsfield post 2016 are similar to Counteswells in respect of road congestion and schooling. If the 280 homes included in the current plan at Friarsfield get built there will be the opportunity to observe the impact on the infrastructure.  We believe it is prudent to wait and see what happens over the next 5 years because we doubt that these homes will be needed.

Other Sites in Lower Deeside

Although all the other sites are smaller the road and traffic issues are similar. The 80 homes at Garthdee Farm and 20 homes at Craigton Road Pitfoldels will further increase traffic on the North Deeside Road. Traffic between North Deeside Road and Garthdee is already very heavy.  We are sure the residents of Garthdee will have issues about congestion. However, the Garthdee Farm site does provide the opportunity to provide a connecting road from the North Deeside Road to Garthdee reducing the traffic on the residential roads of Pitfoldels Station Road and Westerton Road.

Section 3 

Next Phase of Consultation

To gain public support for the local development plan we believe there needs to be more extensive public engagement on the following critical issues:

· Affordable housing

· Infrastructure changes and developer contributions

· Traffic modelling, capacity of the road network and public transport

· Consultation on site master plans and the process of approval

· City centre development and Retailing

As addressing these issues moves to a greater level of detail we see the opportunity to make use of community council meetings during 2010 to involve the public and channel feedback. This would require commitment by city planners and local councillors to a programme of events throughout the year that is properly advertised to get the necessary public participation.

We look forward to a reply on our response to the main issues report.

Yours sincerely,

Peter Reiss

Chairman, Cults,Bieldside, Milltimber, Community Council
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