Notes of Meeting 20th July 2006 Re Planning Application for Peake House

Location
11 Priory Road 

Present

David Eadie; West Berkshire Asset Disposal Officer

Mike Butler ; Senior Planning Officer

Local Residents

Ian Ward, Erik Pattenden, Graeme Leech, Gill Leech, S & D Sinfield, Tim and Ying Walter, Amanda McMullon, Peter Hill, Jacquie and Rob Joyce, Jane Points, Lisa Davey, Emma and Alan Langley, David Clow, Frank Knott, Malcolm Cantuell, Ashley Martin

Apologies
Richard and Elizabeth Capewell, Miles and Madeleine Hudson, Hannah Arnold, Dawn and Derek  Inglut, Francis 
1. Introductions

Ashley, who was asked to chair the meeting, introduced himself. Mr David Eadie, WBDC Assets Disposal Officer introduced himself as being responsible for ensuring that maximum value was realised for any asset which was no longer required. All public bodies are required to manage assets for public benefit.

2. Overview of WBDC Proposals for Peake House

Peake House is currently the Registry Office as it has been since the 1980s, it formerly housed the Department of Education.

The Registry Office will move to Shaw House at end of 2006 and there is no other beneficial use foreseen by WBDC. Therefore it must be disposed of for maximum possible value. Selling with Planning Permission will give the site maximum value, particularly if as dense a development as possible is proposed.

Oxford Architects (Bristol) have been appointed to design the current proposals. Previous designs included several town houses of modern design and Peake House itself converted into two houses. This met with opposition from Planning Officer and Conservation Officer. Current Proposal has been better received in pre-Application discussions.

The design on the table is for 13 dwellings, 11 car park spaces underground. It is attached to Peake House and is as high as it up to roof  level  which amounts to almost 4 storeys. Storey heights are as Peake House and the whole is raised a further storey height above the existing building, by replacing the roof with a second floor.

3. Residents Opinion of Current Proposals

Residents' views expressed were all opposed to the development. Parking was queried, apparently 0.8 spaces per residence is acceptable to highways department, spare cars will park somewhere and this is acceptable in policy terms. Other recent local development ie Stonemasons Court, which is closer to town, has offered more acceptable parking, at least one per dwelling, and even that overflows onto the road sometimes.

There are concerns of the vehicular entrance/ exit being on Priory Road. This will have safety issues especially with children using this route for the local Primary School.  Parking capacity is currently only 3 to 4 cars.  The entrance will reduced two spaces, cars will park at the mouth of Priory Road where the regulation turning circle off of Newtown Road is not achieved if cars are parked on the road.  Due to the tight turning circle this pushes cars towards the proposed entrance on the wrong side of the road.
Overspill parking will happen on Newtown Road at its narrowest point and very close to the restriction of the Speed Camera, there will also be additional parking pressure from the three flats immediately opposite the site which have been granted Planning Permission. 

WBDC were queried as to whether residents views were sought at any time, those living adjacent had heard nothing until early July despite there having been plans made in 2005. WBDC state that the Planning system was left to allow discussion and expression of views rather than actively seeking residents' views during Pre Application discussions, which must remain confidential to the applicant.

Those living on the former gardens of Peake House, and the resident opposite would be subject to a huge impact, as well as bearing the brunt of any overflow parking.

A resident also expressed the view that the scale of the proposal drawings (no. 39) was incorrect. One drawing showed a man walking past the wall on Priory Road with his head over the top; this incorrectly depicts the height of building from Priory Road and does not depict the true impact proposed. The distance to adjacent property is also not truly represented, being overstated.

4. WBDC Response to views expressed

Michael Butler stated that there was pressure on Local Authorities to increase efficiency in use of land. Planning Policy Guidance, PPG 3, refers particularly where the drive is to increase from a density of 25 dwellings per hectare as at 2000, towards a density of 30 to 50 dwellings per hectare. Despite this, there are other drivers, eg context, the local environment, the character of the area. No recommendation has yet been made by the Case Officer, he was not the Case Officer. Planning Authorities can and do determine their own applications, there is no conflict of interest as the Planning Committee of elected members cannot have a direct interest in the application. Committees do not consider or take into account asset value. The Conservation Officer will be a consultee as this is a conservation area. 

Design was subjective, in the right place this design could work, but here it did not. 

Without prejudice he would have some problems with the design, principally on grounds of overdevelopment, overbearing impact, loss of privacy, and overshadowing. Peake House is important to the area, though not listed, many agreed that it meant something to them, and generally felt it should be kept, improved by refurbishment and made an important vital part of any development, dominant rather than subsidiary.

It was queried why when PPG 3 suggested 30 to 50 dwellings per hectare this proposal was attempting to shoehorn in 135 dwellings per hectare. Mr Butler was a little surprised that it was that much.

Mr Butler is to discuss with his seniors and planning officer to get a collective view, following this meeting.

5. WBDC Alternative options for the site

There were no alternative proposals under consideration at present by WBC. It was however pointed out by Mr Eadie and Mr Butler that the use classes (D2) did not just include residential and there could be possible office use, of an appropriate sort. What WBC gain permission for is not necessarily what will be built, the site will be sold and the developer is free to put in a revised or totally different application. He could of course appeal, WBC is barred from appealing its own decisions, and he could win. On the plus side developers want cash flow, not to be locked in dispute therefore might well do what is on the plans.

6. Residents ideas for the site

The original never submitted proposal involving town houses would seem more acceptable to most people if the development were very much in keeping with the type of development along Newtown Road and Priory Road. This does not mean a copy but certainly should fit in comfortably. 
Peake House should be retained and converted to houses/ flats and a block of houses, say 3, should front onto Newtown Road at the junction with Priory Road, forward of Peake House line, so as to give good clearance from house behind and mitigate impact.   Alternatively two houses to front Priory Road so giving the neighbour property privacy and the third on the corner facing Newtown Road.

Vehicle access should be on Newtown road where the visibility splays are better and it does not impact the parking capacity on Priory Road.
It was agreed in any case that the proposal should have sound Architectural Merit in the context of existing development in the surrounding area.

7. Conclusions of discussions

Michael Butler summarise the possible actions of WBC Assets and WBC LPA. 

Options

Assets withdraw application resubmit other plans more likely to gain approval.

Planning Officer recommends Approval (most likely, don’t recommend against self)

Planning Officer Recommends Refusal (Unlikely as above)

Committee determine, ie they actually approve or refuse)

There is no appeal except by applicant, not the general public in this case the applicant cannot appeal.

Ashley thanked Mr Eadie and Mr Butler for giving up their time to listen to our views, and also Alan and Emma Langley for allowing the use of their garden.

Meeting closed 1830 hrs

