14.  employment sites

14.1 JAGUAR WHITLEY (17): policy E7

Objections

031/177, 178

059/0316

077/0460

082/0490, 2319

083/0497

116/0688

128/0751, 0752

148/0922

183/1220

187/1280[CW] 

Issues

14.1.1 These are:

(i) Whether there are exceptional circumstances to justify the removal of this land from the Green Belt in order to provide additional land for employment purposes;

(ii) Whether the development of the site would assist Coventry’s urban regeneration and provide jobs for local people;

(iii) Whether the development of the site would cause serious harm to the interests of nature conservation;

(iv) Whether development of the site would be unreasonably harmful to visual amenity and the enjoyment of open space by urban residents;

(v) Whether adequate transport arrangements could be made;

(vi) Whether the early release of land at Whitley could slow down the development of “brownfield” employment sites, notably Parkside.

Conclusions

First issue

14.1.2 Chapter 2 of this report concludes that the City requires more than 100ha of new and recycled employment land to sustain the process of urban regeneration through the plan period.  The employment allocation of 32ha at this site could accommodate some 2,500 jobs when fully developed.  Part of the site is already allocated for the expansion of Jaguar/Ford cars in the UDP.  An additional 22ha would be taken out of the Green Belt to provide the full allocation.

14.1.3 In the search for land to allocate for employment purposes, the Council records that it considered three factors:

(i) The ability of a site to meet the requirements of the market sector;

(ii) The extent to which the site ties into the urban fabric;

(iii) How well the site can be linked with areas of deprivation.

14.1.4 The site at Jaguar Whitley would contribute to the City’s supply of land of international/national quality.  Take-up of land in this sector was very high in the period 1988-98, and the supply needs to be replenished.  It is difficult to find substantial sites offering 20ha or more within the urban area, but this site offers the scale required within this market sector.  There is scope for the development of a high quality business park, based on the expansion of the Jaguar Ford Research and Engineering Centre and high tech industry.  The site wraps around the existing Jaguar Ford Centre, has good access to the strategic highway network and is close to existing residential areas of Whitley, Cheylesmore and Lower Stoke.  The Council has sought sites along the north/south regeneration corridor which are also accessible to its deprived priority neighbourhoods.  The Jaguar Whitley site is near to poor neighbourhoods in Binley, Willenhall and Stoke.  I am satisfied that the site meets the search criteria.

14.1.5 Some objectors question the need for the allocation of additional land on this site, since the allocation of 10ha for the expansion of Jaguar in the 1993 UDP has not been taken up.  However, the allocation in the CDP is intended to meet much wider business requirements and is not intended solely for Jaguar’s expansion.  Other objectors argue that the very large employment site at Ansty remains vacant, and indicates a lack of demand for sites such as this objection site.  As described in Chapter 2, Ansty is not comparable with the Jaguar Whitley site because it has been identified as a MIS, suitable for occupancy by a single user and designated to serve the West Midlands Region, not the local area. 

14.1.6 PPG2 advises that Green Belt boundaries should only be altered in exceptional circumstances, and after opportunities for development within the urban area have been explored.  Green Belts are expected to have a degree of permanence.  The Green Belt around Coventry was defined in 1988, and reviewed for incorporation in the UDP.  Its boundaries are expected to endure beyond the lifetime of the CDP. 

14.1.7 However, the Council and its supporters argue that this is a key site in the employment land portfolio.  In order to attract new investment to the City, and consolidate, strengthen and diversify the existing economic base, in accordance with Policy E1, sizeable sites of high quality are required.  From the evidence and my numerous site inspections and visits to the City, I am satisfied that there are no sites in Coventry comparable to Jaguar Whitley, which might be available for development in the foreseeable future.  The demonstrable need for additional employment land and the potential benefits to the local economy, in the form of new investment in businesses and jobs, provide the exceptional circumstances to change Green Belt boundaries in this case.  

14.1.8 The release of this land from the Green Belt would be made because of exceptional circumstances and through the process of reviewing the development plan.  In these circumstances, I do not consider that the release would create an unwelcome precedent for the release of other Green Belt land in the Coventry area, as some objectors fear.

Second issue

14.1.9 It is not known at this stage precisely which companies might occupy the intended industrial and business units at Whitley.  There is concern that new job opportunities would most likely be filled by highly skilled workers, some living outside the City, and possibly already employed by the Ford Motor Company.  High Tech industries require workers with new and high skill levels, which suggests that some specialists could be recruited from out of town.  Training, re-training and a degree of adaptability will be required in the workforce, and Policy E11 of the CDP provides a mechanism for negotiating with new employers to provide training schemes in appropriate situations.

14.1.10 Nevertheless, the site is very substantial in size and is expected to accommodate some “quasi-employment” development as well as high tech business users.  As the site becomes fully developed, there is likely to be demand for a variety of workers with diverse skills and experience.  The site is some 2-3 kms from identified Priority Neighbourhoods but Policy AM3 would require improvements to public transport and the Council has suggested that re-routeing and extending bus services from these areas could be part of a Green Travel Plan.  Policy E12 seeks to promote employment and training initiatives in disadvantaged areas, so that the benefits of new job opportunities might be more widely enjoyed.  The Council advises that training and re-training courses are already underway in the Priority Neighbourhoods.  I conclude that development of the site at Whitley should assist urban regeneration and enhance the job opportunities of the local residents of Coventry. 

Third issue

14.1.11 The Council was actively involved in the process of identifying and confirming SINCs in Coventry, and appointed independent consultants to undertake surveys of potential SINC sites.  The Proposals Map shows Stonebridge Meadow designated as a LNR, and land at Whitley Grove and along the river corridors of the Sowe and Sherbourne designated as CNCS.  These areas do not overlap with the land allocated for employment purposes. 

14.1.12 However, there is a difference of opinion among professionals regarding the value to nature conservation of the areas of grassland at Jaguar Whitley allocated on the plan for future employment use.  The position of the Warwickshire Wildlife Trust is that all the allocated land has substantive nature conservation interest and should be protected.  The Trust argues that this is the most extensive area of semi-improved grassland within the City.  It includes at least 21 species of grass, provides an extensive area of wildlife habitat, and occupies a crucial position at the head of two major wildlife corridors along the valleys of the Sowe and Sherbourne.  The grassland supports populations of birds, including skylarks, and some unusual insects.  

14.1.13 Nevertheless, English Nature has not confirmed the boundaries of the SINC at Whitley.  The land identified as of SINC quality by Eco Tech consultants, who surveyed the area in 1998, includes only a small part of the land identified for future employment use.  Whether all, some or none of the affected land is of SINC quality, however, PPG9 indicates that this is the lowest level for sites of nature conservation significance which could be identified.  PPG9 advises that planning permission may be granted on such sites, if material factors are sufficient to override nature conservation considerations. 

14.1.14 Objectors suggest that there is a scarcity of sites of substantial nature conservation interest within the City, and that this strengthens the case for protecting SINC quality sites.  However, the process of designating and naming important sites for wildlife and habitat is based primarily on scientific factors.  An objective approach to designation is necessary in order to achieve a consistency in assessment between areas.  The Council’s evidence is that, if the allocated site were developed for employment purposes, a mitigation and compensation package could be adopted to give protection and management for neighbouring areas of grassland.

14.1.15 The Environment Agency wishes to see a buffer between the site and the CNCS land along the River Sowe and River Sherbourne corridors, in order to maximise the conservation and landscape value of these areas.  I see no reason why this feature should not be incorporated in any development of the site to aid protection of the CNCS land.

14.1.16 Taking account of the City’s need for additional employment land of different qualities over the plan period, I conclude that the benefits from allocating the Jaguar Whitley site are substantial, and outweigh the disputed value of the site to nature conservation, especially as there is scope for a mitigation and compensation package in any development scheme.  This should be referred to in para 4.34, as envisaged at IR9.16.5.

Fourth issue

14.1.17 Objectors argue that development of the land south of the Jaguar buildings would lead to the loss of green and open land along one of the most impressive routes into Coventry. Commercial and industrial development on land across the administrative boundary north of Coventry airport, referred to in para 4.37 of the CDP but deleted in FPC35, is cited as adding to the harmful effect on views from the A45.  However this has been removed in the modifications to the WASP (CD028).  

14.1.18 Development of the site for employment purposes would change some views from the adjoining road network and neighbouring urban areas.  However, the CDP Proposals Map shows that the Green Belt boundary would be redrawn so as to protect the Sherbourne and Sowe Valleys and the LNR which adjoins the A45.  The approach to Coventry would continue to be characterised by views of these green areas in the foreground.  I agree with the Council that, if the objection site were developed, there would be opportunities to improve public access to and enhance the quality of the remaining green spaces.  I conclude that development of the site need not be unreasonably harmful to visual amenity or the enjoyment of open space in this locality by urban residents.

Fifth issue

14.1.19 Objectors express concern about the traffic implications of the development of this site.  In particular, they refer to existing traffic congestion at junctions along the A45, the A46 and A444.  The Council accepts that the site is currently poorly served by public transport, but the planning application includes a Green Travel Plan.  This proposes extensions and re-routeing for existing bus services and a new shuttle service to the railway station.  The developer would provide finance for improved cycle links to the national cycle network route 52 through Cheylesmore, which is being implemented in conjunction with SUSTRANS.

14.1.20 Objectors advise that the outline planning application for development of the site proposes a new access to the A45/A46 roundabout.  This would be contrary to Trunk Road Regulations, and has been opposed by the Highways Agency.  Alternative access arrangements may be available, if environmental objections can be overcome.  The Highways Agency has not objected to the allocation of the site for employment purposes, which leads me to the conclusion that the problems in respect of traffic and access are not insurmountable.

Sixth issue

14.1.21 I have recommended the deletion of Parkside 3 from the E7 allocations, arising out of my conclusions at IR11.25, but this is land not readily available in the UDP Monitor (CD053) and very different in character to the much larger allocations, Parkside 1 and 2, which are relevant to this issue.  There is expected to be strong demand for land suitable for the international/national sector over the plan period.  The experience of the last decade is that brownfield sites have been attractive to businesses in the national/international sector, and a substantial proportion of the Parkside 1 site has already been developed.  Because of the need to offer a choice of sites to prospective occupiers, I consider that it would not be feasible to wait until all the currently available sites are used up before allocating new ones.  In any event if the allocation is retained and planning permission is granted following the recent inquiry, it will take some time before the new site is available for occupation.

14.1.22 I agree with the Council that, whilst both Parkside 1 and 2 and the Whitley site are expected to accommodate high tech industry, there will be different characteristics associated with each location which will affect their attractiveness.  Parkside has the advantages of proximity to the University and the City Centre, and is readily accessible by public transport.  Whitley is close to Jaguar/Ford, the Trunk Road network and can offer relatively large plots of land.  I conclude that the future availability of sites at Whitley should not adversely affect the continuing success of the City’s brownfield employment sites, including Parkside.

Recommendations

14.1.23 That the allocation in Policy E7 of 32ha at Jaguar Whitley be retained.

14.1.24 That paragraph 4.34 be modified to refer to mitigation and compensation measures to be undertaken as part of the development arising out of the use of land potentially of SINC quality.

14.2 Keresley: policies os2, h7, e7

Objections

045/0268

071/0399

089/0545, 0546

111/0643

116/0685

128/0751, 0753 

148/0917, 0923, 0924

187/1287[CW]

196/0350, 0351

Issues

14.2.1 These are whether:

(i) There are exceptional circumstances to justify the release of land from the Green Belt at Keresley;

(ii) The proposed size and form of development would be harmful to the character and appearance of the surrounding area;

(iii) Housing should be included in the proposal to regenerate the area;

(iv) The site should accommodate local companies wishing to relocate within the Coventry area.

Conclusions

First issue

14.2.2 In Chapter 2 of this report, I concluded that the CDP should provide for some 208ha of employment land to be available over the plan period to 2011.  Employment sites over 1ha at the beginning of the plan period provide about 84ha of land, excluding Parkside 3, and additional land is expected to become available from recycling.  However, significant new allocations are required to meet the requirements for 2011.  Objectors suggest that development plans frequently over-estimate the requirements for employment land or that there is bias in the plan towards built development.  It is difficult to make accurate forecasts for a period in excess of 10 years, but essential that potential investors in the City’s economy are not deterred by a shortage of land suitable for a range of types of business.  The strategy of the CDP is to retain a sufficient portfolio of land diverse in size and quality to encourage investment and regeneration, so that the economic base of the City will be consolidated, strengthened and diversified. 

14.2.3 Policy OS2 of the CDP identifies Keresley as one of three strategic regeneration sites, where mixed use will be promoted.  The Keresley site straddles the Coventry-Nuneaton and Bedworth boundary.  It includes the former Coventry colliery site and Homefire Plant.  Located in the north-south regeneration corridor, it offers a significant amount of brownfield land.  The site is accessed by rail and offers the opportunity for warehousing based on freight distribution by rail as well as major industrial development.  There is a need to replenish the supply of land suitable for international/national enterprise in Coventry, as described in Chapter 2 of this report, and the site at Keresley is capable of meeting the needs of this sector for high quality employment sites.  Objector 128 suggests that regeneration schemes which breach local authority boundaries are unlikely to succeed, but offers no reasoned justification for this position.  The authorities affected by this proposal have collaborated effectively so far and work is already underway.  

14.2.4 The site includes land in Coventry and Nuneaton and Bedworth extending to about 108ha altogether.  Outline planning permission was granted in 1999 for some 42.6ha of employment land in Coventry and 18ha in Nuneaton and Bedworth, with 39ha intended for a countryside park and landscaping.  Some 6ha of land is allocated for housing close to an existing residential area in Nuneaton and Bedworth, and next to a proposed local centre.  No substantial evidence has been submitted to counter the Council’s argument that some 9ha of Green Belt land is required to achieve a commercially satisfactory redevelopment scheme for this site.  The inclusion of a small element of Green Belt land reflects the early advice of consultants who carried out the “North of Coventry Regeneration Study” in 1998 (CD087).  They suggested that the release of some greenfield land would help in tackling the abnormal costs involved in redeveloping this site, and could contribute to necessary infrastructure and environmental improvements.

14.2.5 Objectors argue that no Green Belt should be released.  I agree that the boundaries of the Green Belt should only be altered in exceptional circumstances, as is made clear in national and regional planning guidance.  However, I am satisfied that the regeneration of this area requires some Green Belt land to be released.  I conclude that the potential of the site to contribute significantly towards the City’s employment land requirements is sufficient to constitute exceptional circumstances. 

Second issue

14.2.6 Local people express concern that the redevelopment of this area may result in new environmental problems.  It is argued that closure of the old colliery left a semi-rural area, where new industrial development would be detrimental.  However, removal of the Homefire Plant will significantly improve views into and out of the Arden countryside west of the site.  Many residents of properties in Keresley and beyond will experience improvements in outlook from the demolition of this structure.  Though modern industrial buildings will replace existing structures, the new buildings will be part of a planned layout and screened by landscaping.  A substantial amount of the land on the eastern side of the site, which is rural in character, is intended to remain undeveloped and to be enhanced to provide a countryside park.  

14.2.7 Objectors also question the impact of new road access arrangements and additional traffic, particularly in the vicinity of Wheelwright Lane.  Demolition of a local church is regrettable.  However, reinstatement of the rail line is expected to reduce some of the heavy goods traffic which might otherwise use neighbouring roads.  The planning permission was accompanied by a S106 agreement requiring a Green Travel Plan for the area, to make improvements to public transport services, cycling and pedestrian facilities.  This should also assist in protecting the surrounding area, which includes schools, from the adverse environmental effects of increased traffic movements.  I conclude that this regeneration scheme should, on balance, enhance rather than harm the character and appearance of the surrounding area.

Third issue

14.2.8 The potential for some housing to help offset abnormal costs and contribute to infrastructure and environmental improvements was identified at an early stage of examining options for this site (CD087).  However, no new housing is proposed within the City of Coventry boundary for the redevelopment scheme.  There would therefore be no conflict with Policy E9 of the CDP.  A change is proposed to para 4.36 of the CDP to delete the reference to residential development, since the housing would be in Nuneaton and Bedworth Borough.  Objector 148 favours the provision of more dwellings in the redevelopment scheme.  Though I have identified a need to find additional land for housing in the City, housing at Keresley would need to be separated from the railhead and most of the B2/B8 uses, in order to avoid problems from noise.  The priority is to redevelop the site for employment purposes to benefit the existing residents of North Coventry, Keresley and Bedworth.

Fourth issue

14.2.9 Objection 071/0399 is that the regeneration site would be suitable to accommodate existing firms wishing to relocate within Coventry and seeking railhead access, as well as incoming businesses.  In particular, the plan should make it clear that B2 users and waste recycling companies could be located there.  However, I agree with the Council that the site is allocated to provide primarily for the international/national business sector.  Sui generis uses such as vehicle dismantlers and waste recyclers would be inappropriate on a high quality site designed for major industrial and warehouse purposes.

Other matters

14.2.10 The Environment Agency advises that the management of surface water is a local drainage issue at Keresley, though the objection has been conditionally withdrawn.  I would expect drainage to have been considered in detail before planning permission was granted for the redevelopment scheme, and see no reason for a reference to drainage in this part of the plan.


Recommendations

14.2.11 That the allocation of Keresley under Policies OS2 and E7 be retained.

14.2.12 That the plan be modified to delete housing allocation 18 at Coventry Colliery.

14.2.13 That the proposed change to paragraph 4.36 be made.

14.3 Coventry Business Park (1): policy e7

Objection


134/782

FPC35 applies.

Issue

14.3.1 This is whether the land available at Coventry Business Park should be less than is shown in the Plan.

Conclusions

14.3.2 The objector argues that the figure for land available at Coventry Business Park is too high.  The objector wishes to promote a mixed use development including retail warehousing on the objection site.  However, for the reasons given in Chapter 5 under Policy E9 and in Chapter 6 under Policy S12, I do not support this approach.  The objection site is within the portfolio of land assessed as suitable for international/national businesses, for which I expect there to be strong demand over the plan period.  The proposed changes to para 4.32 emphasise the importance of retaining such sites for employment purposes, so that the second sentence of the policy should not be amended.  The land listed as available for employment use at Coventry Business Park in Policy E7 (as shown in FPC35) is not too high.

Recommendation

14.3.3 That no modification be made, except as recommended under Policy E7 in Chapter 5.

14.4 Cross Point Business Park (2): policy e7

Objections

055/0296, 2354

Issue

14.4.1 This is whether all the business park, part of which is in viable retail use, should be allocated as a principal employment site.

Conclusions

14.4.2 The objector argues that substantial parts of the business park are in viable retail use and should not be included under the blanket allocation of the park for employment use.  The Toys R Us store is capable of accommodating additional retail warehouse floorspace.  It is located on the edge of a defined centre and its expansion would help to sustain the vitality and viability of that centre.

14.4.3 As explained in Chapter 2, Coventry needs to maintain a substantial amount of employment land, which will satisfy the qualitative requirements of different types of enterprise over the plan period.  In particular, the City has to keep and replenish its supply of high quality land for international/national businesses.  This has not proved easy, and the CDP proposes to release Green Belt land at Whitley in order to meet the projected demand.  Cross Point Business Park has also been assessed as suitable land to meet the needs of that sector, and a reduction in the boundaries of the business park should not be undertaken lightly.

14.4.4 Cross Point is primarily a business park, even though it contains some retail and leisure uses.  The Council advises that these developments were permitted on appeal more than ten years ago, when the land was located in Rugby Borough Council area.  Current planning policy guidance would not favour retail and leisure development in this peripheral location, which is poorly served by public transport.  The existing retail and leisure developments have not been included in the employment land portfolio, but their inclusion in the business park as defined on the Proposals Map indicates that, if sites came forward for redevelopment in the near future, they could contribute to it as windfall sites.

14.4.5 The Toys R Us store is located to the north of the Brade Drive shopping centre, and is separated from it by other development.  The objector provides no evidence of a strong link between the retail warehouse and the shops to the south, to support the claim that an extension to the former would benefit the latter.  I conclude that the boundaries of the business park need not be redefined to exclude the Toys R Us or other retail and leisure uses, and the allocation for Cross Point Business Park in Policy E7 should not be changed.

Recommendation

14.4.6 That no modification be made.

14.5 Matrix Churchill (10): policy e7

Objection

097/0603 

The objector referred to Policy E10 when making this objection.  I accept that, in reality, the objection concerns Policy E7-10.

Issue

14.5.1 This is whether the site should be identified on the Proposals Map as a “Principal Development Site – development underway”.

Conclusions

14.5.2 The Council agrees that development was underway in April 1998 on this site.  It should therefore be indicated in outline on the Proposals Map, rather than in a solid purple colour.

Recommendation

14.5.3 That the Proposals Map be modified to show the Matrix Churchill site (10), as a “Principal Employment Site – development underway”.

14.6 WICKMANS (11): policies h7, e7

Objections

003/0007

010/0028, 0030, 2272, 2273

148/0921[CW]

187/1279[CW]

FPC2 applies.

Issues

14.6.1 These are:

(i) Whether the allocation for employment land should be reduced, especially following the outline planning permission granted on appeal in July 1999 (Ref: U4610/A/98/296794);

(ii) Whether Policy E7 should include, for reasons of safeguarding water supply and drainage, a reference to the need to provide a buffer zone for two pools on the site.

Conclusions

14.6.2 On the first issue, an application for residential development, Class B1 and B8 employment, nursing home, open space and associated infrastructure, including highway works, was permitted on appeal in 1999.  The employment uses on the site would amount to just over 6ha, and the Council has submitted FPC 2 as a joint statement with the applicants to amend the CDP so that it reflects the planning permission.  This proposes a reduction in the allocation in Policy E7 with textual changes, change to Policy H7 and amendments to the Proposals Map.  The Inspector at the appeal considered in depth all the relevant arguments, and concluded that a mixed development on the site would bring significant benefits, including securing employment.  

14.6.3 The appeal Inspector reported that he had considered the effect of the mixed use proposals on the pattern and amount of local traffic in coming to his decision.  He imposed a condition to improve the junction of Broad Lane and Banner Lane.  I have no evidence that traffic levels on Broad Lane would be so altered that part of the site should not be used for employment purposes.  I conclude that the allocation in Policy E7 for this site should be reduced to about 6ha, and modifications made to the text and Proposals Map, as in FPC2.

14.6.4 On the second issue, the detailed decision letter on the planning appeal includes no reference to pools or possible drainage difficulties, and I have no information as to the precise location of the pools.  In any event, I would not expect Policy E7 to describe the detailed characteristics of all the allocated sites. 

Recommendation

14.6.5 The recommendations affecting this site are within Policies H7, E7 and GE13.

14.7 WEBSTERS, STONEY STANTON ROAD (15): Policies h7, e7

Objection

071/0400

271/2371 

FPC51 applies.

Issue

14.7.1 The issue is whether the site should be used in conjunction with adjoining land for mixed employment and residential purposes, or should remain as an allocation for employment use. 

Conclusions

14.7.2 The immediate planning history of the EMR and Midland Brickworks sites is explained in section 1 of FPC51.  I am satisfied that a comprehensive scheme for both sites for a mixture of residential and employment purposes would be the best way to secure the redevelopment of this area.  Given the importance of maintaining a sufficient portfolio of land to meet the requirements of local businesses, the scheme should provide 2.5ha of employment land.  Given the proximity of new employment uses to residential development, B1 uses should be sought.  The allocation of part of the land for housing would be consistent with the priority to use previously-developed land.  Removal of the scrapyard would enable the treatment of contaminated land and the enhancement of the setting of the Coventry Canal, supported by Policy BE5.  I have no reason to believe that the criteria in para 31 of PPG3 would not be met.  Section 2 of FPC51 explains how Policy E7 and the Proposals Map (as well as Policy H7) would be amended to accommodate the changed approach to planning in this area.  I conclude that the site should be used in conjunction with adjoining land for mixed employment and residential purposes, and the Websters/EMR site should be included in Policy E7 as an allocation for employment use.

Recommendation

14.7.3 The modifications in FPC51 (and FPC45) have been recommended within Policies H7 and E7.

14.8 Stoke ALdermoor (15): policy e7

Objection

094/0568

Issue

14.8.1 This is whether Policy E7 should include a site at Stoke Aldermoor for future employment use.

Conclusions

14.8.2 The DDP version of Policy E7 included a site of 3.8ha at Stoke Aldermoor as a principal employment site.  The Council agrees to the deletion of this site, as it is part of a much larger site which is still in use.

Recommendation

14.8.3 That the proposed change in the CDP to delete Stoke Aldermoor from the principal employment sites in Policy E7 be made.
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