10.  social, community and leisure

10.1 policy SCL1 – SOCIAL, COMMUNITY, LEISURE AND INDOOR SPORTS FACILITIES

Objections

017/0074[CW]

134/0797

146/0905

150/0940

Issues

10.1.1 These are whether:

(i) In practice, it would be so difficult to find suitable sites within or on the edge of the City Centre for large commercial leisure developments, that proposals should be determined on their merits;

(ii) Sufficient support is given in the plan for outdoor built sports’ facilities such as tennis courts, multi-use games’ areas and synthetic turf pitches;

(iii) The plan makes adequate allowance for the social, cultural and religious needs of the Asian community; 

(iv) The plan makes adequate provision for the needs of disabled people.

Conclusions

Suitable sites for large commercial developments – Issue 1

10.1.2 Objection 134/0797 is to the content of para 9.13 and argues that many authorities are finding it difficult to accommodate new major leisure uses within or on the edge of their city or town centres.  Even when well served by public transport, these uses may generate large traffic movements which lead to conflict with conservation and environmental objectives for central areas.  The objector argues that there are no obvious sites within 300m of the primary shopping frontages in Coventry City Centre, that each proposal should be considered on its merits, and required only to locate where there is good accessibility by public and private transport.

10.1.3 PPG6 defines the sequential approach which should apply to all key town centre uses, including entertainment and leisure, where they attract a lot of people.  All potential town centre options should be thoroughly assessed before less central sites are considered for development.  In the case of Coventry, the plan indicates that sites in the City Centre and major district centres will be the preferred locations for the largest social and leisure facilities, so that the approach is consistent with PPG6.  

10.1.4 The Council argues that neither the City Centre nor the major district centres currently experience severe traffic congestion.  Much of Coventry City Centre, the major district centre at Cannon Park and proposed new Foleshill centre are not significantly constrained by the pressures to conserve a historic core.  The Council points out that it commissioned research into the requirements for new commercial leisure facilities in Coventry for the plan period.  The researchers concluded that sites already identified were likely to meet the future demand.  The objector does not refer directly to the major district centres, which offer potential for new development.  In particular, a major arena and associated leisure development is proposed at Foleshill.  I conclude that the evidence that large commercial leisure development could not practically be located in the City Centre or major district centres is not so substantial that the policy should be abandoned in favour of determining proposals on their merits.

Outdoor built sports’ facilities – Issue 2

10.1.5 The objection from Sport England (the English Sports Council) is that development for outdoor sports, such as tennis courts, multi-use games’ areas and synthetic turf pitches, is equally valuable to local communities as the facilities covered by Policy SCL1, and should be supported.  The objector also points out that outdoor built sports’ facilities may be located near to other community uses to assist management.  A difficulty arises here because of the distinction in the plan between sport and leisure enjoyed in Green Space and indoor facilities.  I can understand the need to maintain this distinction if the plan is not to become too complex, provided that the inter-relationships are recognised and due weight given to of all forms of recreation.  Policy GE1 supports enhancing the provision and quality of Green Space, which includes all types of outdoor recreation facility.  Modifying Policy SCL1 in the way sought by the objector would create an element of confusion and could be contrary to the objector’s intention because there would then be some uncertainty about what the plan intends.  It would be better to make clear in the text of para 9.11 that opportunities for outdoor sports may also be provided in conjunction with indoor facilities and to include a reference to Policy GE1 as well as GE4.  The text within Policy GE1 could usefully be extended to explain that all outdoor recreation facilities are covered in Chapter 8, whether in the Green Belt or Urban Green Space, and that indoor facilities are mainly covered in Chapter 9, unless within a sports ground. 

10.1.6 The Council’s proposed change to para 9.11 has altered the sense of “these uses” in the final sentence and this should be corrected when the paragraph is revised. 

Social, religious and cultural needs of the Asian community – Issue 3

10.1.7 As the Council points out, the plan does not provide directly or make funding allocations for social, community, leisure or sports’ facilities.  Objection 150/0940 suggests that the Asian community has particular needs for a mosque, school, nursery and an old persons’ day centre.  These are the types of facilities which the policy seeks to promote and encourage.  I conclude that the plan makes adequate allowance for the social, cultural and religious needs of the Asian community.

The needs of disabled people – Issue 4

10.1.8 Objection 017/074 argues that Policy SC6 of the UDP, which gave special attention to the physical accessibility of buildings, should be repeated in the CDP.  The objector is concerned that the needs of disabled people to gain access to health provision, leisure and social facilities may be overlooked.  However, the Council proposes changes to Policy OS11, Access by Disabled People, and to the supporting text, which require access for disabled people in all new, extended or altered buildings.  I conclude that the plan makes adequate provision for the needs of disabled people.

Recommendations

10.1.9 That no modification be made to the policy.

10.1.10 That para 9.11 be modified as described in IR10.1.5-6.

10.2 policy SCL2 – LARGE SOCIAL, COMMUNITY, LEISURE AND INDOOR SPORTS FACILITIES

Objections

134/0792

146/0906, 0907

Issues

10.2.1 These are whether:

(i) Proposals should have to demonstrate that they would meet an important unmet need;

(ii) The definition of large and small facilities is sufficiently clear and robust; 

(iii) The policy to encourage large facilities to locate in the City Centre, major district centres, district centres and education centres is consistent with advice in PPG6.

Conclusions

10.2.2 On the first issue, objectors argue that the policy should not refer to need, and that reference to an “important unmet need” is too rigorous a requirement, compared with Government guidance.  The Ministerial Statement of 11 February 1999 confirmed that planning applications for shopping and leisure schemes in edge-of-centre or out-of-centre locations should be assessed on the basis of need.  The policy in this case only requires need to be demonstrated in out-of-centre locations, so that in one sense it is more relaxed than the national guidance.

10.2.3 The Ministerial guidance indicates that capacity or demand may form part of the demonstration of need, but in any case the relevant factors will be a matter for the decision-maker.  In these circumstances, it would be helpful if the Council set out any general criteria which it would use in assessing need.  In reply to objection 146/0906, the Council distinguishes between the long-term needs of a community and a passing fad.  I agree that it would be reasonable to give priority to satisfying the former, but the current reference to “important” need is not the appropriate way to deal with this point.  “Important” need implies a more stringent test than would be warranted by national guidance.  A better approach would be to include a definition of need in the supporting text to the policy, and explain that any new facility should be capable of retaining support from the community or its users for a number of years.  I conclude that it is reasonable for proposals which cannot be located in or at the edge of a centre to have to demonstrate that they would meet an unmet need.

10.2.4 On the second issue, it is difficult to offer definitions of large and small which will cover all types of social, community, leisure and sports’ uses.  I have taken account of the fact that the Council has experience of working with similar definitions in the UDP, that it indicates a willingness to be flexible in applying the definitions (by using the word usually), and no alternative, precise definitions have been put forward.  I conclude that the definitions of large and small facilities are sufficiently clear and robust.

10.2.5 Turning to the third issue, objection 134/0792 refers to PPG6, para 1.15, and argues that there is no support for locating large facilities in district centres which are not town centres, or in education centres.  The underlying principle in the guidance is that facilities should be located in appropriate centres in the hierarchy, depending on the numbers of people they will attract and their catchment area.  Annex A of PPG6 gives a broad definition of town centres, and recognises that there will be differences of definition between towns and cities.  Policy guidance should be interpreted in a way which relates reasonably to local circumstances.  Locating some facilities in defined centres or existing education centres would be consistent with sustainability and the objectives listed in PPG6 para 1.3.  I conclude that encouraging large facilities to locate in the City Centre, major district centres, district centres and education centres is consistent with advice in PPG6.

Recommendations

10.2.6 That the policy be modified so that the penultimate bullet point reads:

Whether the policy will meet an unmet need;

10.2.7 That the supporting text be modified to elaborate on the way in which need for facilities in out-of-centre locations will be assessed.

10.3 policy SCL5 – BUTTS STADIUM

Objections

075/0434

157/1008

Issue

10.3.1 This is whether the policy would be significantly harmful to the living conditions of local residents as a result of increased traffic movements.

Conclusions

10.3.2 The site was used in the past for sports and leisure purposes, and PPG17 advises that the Government attaches great importance to the retention of recreational and amenity open space in urban areas.  The site is on a bus showcase route, and relatively close to the City Centre and rail station.  It is therefore accessible by a choice of means of transport.  The Council advises that its redevelopment would be compatible with Policy SCL2.  The Council has held pre-application discussions with Coventry Rugby Club, and has advised that any application for development would need to be accompanied by a Traffic Impact Assessment.

10.3.3 Para 9.22 of the plan indicates that formal use of the stadium was discontinued some time ago, and it is disused in appearance.  Nevertheless, objectors ask for assurances of continued community access to leisure facilities on the site.  However, this is a detailed matter and not one which the plan should determine.  

10.3.4 The Council concedes that redevelopment of the stadium would result in increased traffic in the locality, though traffic volumes and characteristics would depend upon the particular user(s).  I agree that a Traffic Impact Assessment would be required before any potential problems for the local road network and resident community could be fully identified, or the scope for measures to resolve or ameliorate those problems known.  Thus, this policy could produce considerable benefits to meet the needs of Coventry for new sports facilities, but at some cost, which cannot be quantified until a planning application with a TIA is submitted.  On the basis of current information, I am unable to conclude that the policy would be so harmful to the living conditions of the local community that it should be deleted.

Recommendation

10.3.5 That no modification be made.

10.4 policy SCL7 – SCHOOLS AND COLLEGES OF FURTHER EDUCATION

Objection

146/0908

Issue

10.4.1 This is whether the policy takes due account of the likely impact on playing fields, if school and college facilities are extended.

Conclusions

10.4.2 Environment Circular 09/98 and the annexed Direction addresses Government concerns about the loss of playing fields.  In view of this recent advice, and the evidence in CDP para 8.25 that Coventry is deficient in outdoor sports’ provision, the policy should make it clear that the expansion of schools and colleges should not result in the loss of existing playing fields. 

10.4.3 Any development proposal would be assessed in terms of other policies in the plan, including Policy GE4, which seeks to protect outdoor sports’ facilities.  Para 9.28 of the DDP explains that alterations to buildings should not result in the loss of social, community, leisure and indoor sports facilities.  The proposed changes would omit the word “indoor”, which would enable the effect on outdoor sports’ facilities to be taken into consideration.  I conclude that this would satisfactorily meet the objection.

Recommendation

10.4.4 That para 9.28 be modified as proposed.

10.5 policy SCL8 – COVENTRY UNIVERSITY

Objection

091/0556

Issue

10.5.1 This is whether it is reasonable to encourage the development of Coventry University, in view of its proximity to the Charterhouse area.

Conclusions

10.5.2 The objection suggests that the University should be more pro-active in ensuring that it is a good neighbour, as so many of its students either live or park in the Charterhouse area.  PPG1 advises that good neighbourliness is one of the yardsticks against which development proposals can be measured.  I agree with the Council that this plan includes many policies which protect the living conditions of neighbouring occupiers.  Development proposals for the University would be assessed in terms of their consistency with the plan’s policies, and I see no reason to modify this policy.

Recommendation

10.5.3 That no modification be made.

10.6 policy SCL9 – UNIVERSITY OF WARWICK

Objection

090/0549[CW]

Issue

10.6.1 This is whether the policy should seek to encourage the employment role of Warwick University.

Conclusions

10.6.2 The objector advises that the University of Warwick is the fourth largest employer in the City, and that the UDP included a policy to encourage its direct employment role.  It is clear that the University makes an important contribution to the provision of employment for Coventry’s residents.  Proposed changes to para 9.34 would expand the text to meet the objection.

Recommendation

10.6.3 That the proposed changes to para 9.34 be made.

10.7 policy SCL11 – HOSPITALS

Objections

082/0492

091/0558

121/0718

132/0775 [CW]

148/0927, 2323

262/2302

265/2318

FPC46 applies.

Issue

10.7.1 This is whether the policy would enable a new general hospital to be provided in Coventry, and in a manner consistent with PPGs 6 and 13.

Conclusions

10.7.2 The DDP advised that Walsgrave Hospitals NHS Trust would be developing a major new hospital, and several new locations were under consideration.  Objection 082/0492 argues that Coventry needs two hospitals, and both existing major hospitals should be retained and improved.  However, the Trust seeks to integrate all acute hospital services for the sub-region at a single site in the City, in the interests of efficiency and providing care to required quality standards.  In any event, decisions as to the number and configuration of hospitals is a matter for the health authorities, and not for the development planning system.

10.7.3 The CDP suggests a shift in the policy to show a preference for a new general hospital on an enlarged Coventry & Warwickshire Hospital site.  This approach would meet objection 148/0927, which argues that this city centre location should be supported on grounds of sustainability.  The plan indicates that the health sector generates up to 5% of all trips in Coventry.  I accept that the accessibility needs of staff, patients and visitors, as well as the traffic and environmental impacts of concentrating health services, would be important factors in selecting a site for a new hospital.   

10.7.4 A number of counter-objections argue that the shift in policy shown in the CDP does not reflect ongoing discussions, and could seriously undermine the ability to secure a new hospital development in the City, as Walsgrave is currently the only site which could achieve funding under the PFI regime.  PPG6 describes the sequential approach to select sites for key town centre uses, which include hospitals.  First preference should be for town centre sites, where sites or buildings suitable for conversion are available.  This implies that the existing Coventry & Warwickshire Hospital site should be preferred to the Walsgrave Hospital site, on the edge of the City.

10.7.5 However, PPG6 para 1.12 calls for flexibility and realism in applying the sequential approach.  Identified sites should be suitable, viable for the proposed use and likely to become available in a reasonable time period.  The evidence is that the redevelopment options at Coventry & Warwickshire and Walsgrave have been subjected to a full financial appraisal, and only the Walsgrave proposal comes within the Commissioners of Health Care’s financial envelope.  The Coventry & Warwickshire option is deemed not to offer value for money, and is unviable under the PFI system.  Other difficulties with the Coventry & Warwickshire site are that additional land would have to be acquired to implement the scheme, and some 33 legal interests have been identified.  In addition to the delays which could be expected for land assembly, this site would have to be vacated for a period of some 3-4 years to enable demolition of existing buildings and redevelopment to take place.

10.7.6 These circumstances suggest that the Coventry & Warwickshire site, notwithstanding its central location, would not meet the tests of viability and availability in PPG6.  If the Walsgrave scheme is not taken up, there is currently no alternative proposal which would attract PFI funding.  I agree with those objectors who contend that the policy as contained in the CDP is too prescriptive, and does not fully reflect the City Council’s priority to ensure that a new hospital is secured at the earliest opportunity to meet the health care needs of the local population.

10.7.7 FPC46 has been agreed between the City Council and Walsgrave Hospitals NHS Trust.  This is a realistic response to the current situation on funding, and recognises the outline planning permission for the Walsgrave site, which had sought to introduce some flexibility into the current situation, subject to a holding direction.  A green travel plan has been negotiated with the Trust to reduce car usage among staff and visitors, to encourage the use of alternative travel modes, and reduce standards of car parking provision.  These measures would be consistent with PPG13.  

10.7.8 FPC46 allows for the possibility that the current project at the Walsgrave site may not be implemented.  I am satisfied that the changed policy would provide a suitable framework for considering any replacement scheme, or for other hospital projects which may be developed during the plan period.  In response to objection 091/0558, the policy as re-written in FPC46 would give a sufficient level of detail on hospital strategy.

10.7.9 I agree with the thrust of objection 121/0718 that new development on the Walsgrave site should make the optimum use of land and buildings which have already been built on, and should seek to minimise any encroachment on surrounding green areas.  However, these matters would be dealt with through the development control process rather than the plan.  Objection 132/0775 concerns the role of the Highways Agency on the transport aspects of new hospital development, including the green travel plan.  Proposed changes to para 6.7(a) clarify the Council’s approach in respect of proposals which might affect the motorway or trunk road network.  With the introduction of FPC46, I conclude that the policy would enable a new general hospital to be provided in Coventry, and in a manner consistent with PPGs 6 and 13.

Recommendation

10.7.10 That FPC46 be made.

10.8 policy scl13 – enhanced facilities

Objections

146/0909

165/1124

FPC56 applies.

Issue

10.8.1 This is whether the contributions sought from developers for the provision or improvement of local facilities would be in accordance with advice in C1/97, Planning Obligations.

Conclusions

10.8.2 Objection 146/0909 seeks to strengthen the policy and ask for a financial contribution to enhanced facilities from all developers, on a per dwelling or per employee basis.  It might appear equitable to adopt a financial formula for calculating contributions from all eligible developers, instead of for example targeting the largest schemes.  However, as objection 165/1124 points out, the policy has to be consistent with the advice in C1/97. 

10.8.3 In Annex B of C1/97, the tests to apply for the use of planning obligations are that they should be necessary, relevant to planning, directly related to the proposed development, fairly and reasonably related in scale and kind, and reasonable in all other respects.  Para B17 (vi) warns against allocating precise costs in advance, as suggested by the objectors.  It is likely that in some parts of Coventry, there will be spare capacity or under-utilisation of community facilities, in which case it would be unnecessary and unreasonable to seek the provision of additional facilities or financial contributions from developers.  Para B16 of C1/97 indicates that planning obligations should be negotiated on their merits in relation to individual development proposals.  

10.8.4 However, development plans should set out the matters which must be addressed in order for development to proceed, and this includes the justification for any planning obligations which may be sought.  Policy OS13 of the CDP signals the intention to use planning obligations to achieve the plan’s objectives.  Other Part II policies, for example AM3 and AM11, envisage the use of planning obligations to enhance the quality of development.  The thrust of Policy SCL13 is consistent with these policies, but it should seek negotiations with developers, rather than require enhanced facilities.  

10.8.5 The proposed changes to the policy do not satisfactorily deal with the objection about the need for negotiations.  Proposed changes to the text would add a reference to sport and leisure facilities, which would make the paragraph consistent with the policy, but they would also remove the reference to planning obligations.  This reference should be reinstated to give clarity to the approach, and to achieve greater consistency with other policies in the plan, as identified above.  

10.8.6 FPC56 has been made to remove a typing error, and this would make the policy clearer.  However, I conclude that further changes to the policy and text are required to bring it in line with advice in C1/97, Planning Obligations.

Recommendations

10.8.7 That FPC56 be made and the policy be further modified to read:

Where housing or commercial development would add significantly to demand for social, community, leisure, sport, education, health or social care facilities, and there would be a deficiency or shortfall in those facilities resulting from the proposed development, the provision or improvement of facilities, or a related financial contribution, will be sought by negotiations.

10.8.8 That the proposed changes to para 9.44 be made and para 9.45 reinstated with some re-wording to explain that planning obligations will be used to secure enhanced facilities in appropriate cases.

10.9 policy scl14 – re-use or redevelopment of facilities

Objection

146/0910

Issue

10.9.1 This is whether the policy provides adequate protection for existing sports’ sites.

Conclusions

10.9.2 The objector argues that the starting point should be the protection of existing facilities.  Reuse or redevelopment of sports’ facilities should only be considered when protection is not viable.  Where reuse or redevelopment is permitted, the availability of adjacent or local sites should be a consideration.  Replacement facilities should be equivalent to or better than those being lost.  It is not the role of the planning system to restrict competition, preserve existing commercial interests or prevent innovation (PPG6).  However, I agree that the policy could be expanded to refer to replacement facilities. 

10.9.3 The supporting text explains that the starting point for the assessment of proposals is whether there is still a local need for social, community, leisure, indoor sport, education, health or social care uses.  This would offer a measure of protection for facilities where it could be demonstrated that they met, or were capable of meeting, these categories of local need.  The first bullet point in the policy also seems to be directed towards this matter, though the reference to “those or alternative facilities” is vague and could be misinterpreted. 

10.9.4 Policy GE4 aims to protect outdoor facilities, which would include existing playing fields, but the case for resisting changes to indoor facilities is less strong.  The report of the Indoor Leisure, Research Project for the UDP Review, commissioned by the Council suggests that there needs to be a positive and flexible approach to the provision of leisure uses and in the development policies for promoting and controlling leisure uses, so that buildings can be adapted to meet ever changing trends and demands.  Policy OS4 of the CDP aims to ensure the efficient use and reuse of land and buildings.  I agree with the Council that Policy SCL14 provides an appropriate balance between protecting existing facilities and promoting the efficient reuse of land and buildings.  However, I conclude that replacement facilities could usefully be mentioned and a minor change to the wording would ensure that adequate protection for existing facilities will be achieved.

Recommendation

10.9.5 That the first bullet point in Policy SCL14 be modified to read:

Whether there is an outstanding local need for social, community, leisure, indoor sport, education, health or social care uses which could reasonably be met at that location;


And new final sentences should be added:

Where replacement facilities are intended, they should be located so that they may continue to serve their users conveniently.  The quality of the new provision should be equivalent to or better than what is being replaced.
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