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Sulis Down Public Consultation – Phase 1
November 2016
Thank you for the opportunity to respond to development proposals set out in the recent public consultation for Phase 1 of the allocated site at Sulis Down.  We also thank you for your time in the recent meeting with us and appreciate the opportunity to hear from Ben Pentreath about the masterplanning, design and materiality for this phase of the scheme. 

Our response is detailed, the first section dealing with masterplanning issues, and the second focusing on design approach and architecture:

1. Comprehensive Masterplan?
The Trust has been, and continues to be, very concerned about the absence of a masterplan for the entire site.  We do not regard the recent consultation and the ‘illustrative masterplan’ presented there to satisfy the criteria for a comprehensive masterplan (as required by Policy B3a).  The main concern regarding the absence of a masterplan is that the various impacts of the overall scheme cannot be fully assessed and that disconnects could evolve between stages of the scheme, specifically in terms of infrastructure, connectivity and construction logistics.  Furthermore piecemeal development can result in cumulative harm and overdevelopment as subsequent phases undergo varying levels of scrutiny and an as yet unknown policy environment.  
Policy B3a is clear that the required masterplan should contain a Landscape and Ecological Mitigation Strategy and Management Plan which is not included in the current consultation.  We were advised that the masterplan is simply going to consist of the indicative phase layout. Therefore on both counts the current scheme fails to meet the placemaking principles specifically laid down by the Inspector.  Furthermore it is unclear as to whether additional shelter belt ‘Green Infrastructure’ planting as laid out in B3a is actually being proposed. We were advised that new planting would take place within the existing shelterbelt, but that there was no intention to widen it as was envisaged in the maps accompanying policy B3A.
Transport & Traffic

Much greater consideration should be given to the effect of the proposed increase in housing numbers, on the capacity of the current adjacent road network. We are very concerned about access to the site and existing road traffic movements on adjacent existing roads, and how they will be impacted by the proposals, initially from Phase 1 and, in time, the other three phases of development shown in the illustrative masterplan, not least due to the substantially increased density (see below) which may not be compatible with the transport constraints of the policy. 
We are concerned that the issue substantially debated at the Core Strategy hearings, which concluded that there should not be an Eastern access, is undermined by the increased density.
A detailed traffic study would be needed to ensure that the 'Exit' road layout did not completely seize up traffic flows from Combe Hay & Wellow. We would welcome early sight of traffic surveys, further details of proposed changes to the highway, and the highway officer’s pre-application response.
Housing Density

We find the proposal for 180 houses on the Phase 1 site to constitute harmful overdevelopment of the site.  450 houses on the site (overall, within Phases 1, 3 and 4) represents a 50% increase on the original number agreed in Policy B3a (i.e. 300 houses). To achieve the housing density specified in B3a the housing line has been brought very close to the southern boundary shelter belt and therefore risks significant harm to the setting of the Bath World Heritage Site, the Green Belt and AONB including in long views into the site from the South Stoke conservation area and the overall valley (contrary to Principles 5 and 6 of B3a). If Phase 1 represents this amount of overdevelopment then without the benefit of a comprehensive masterplan there is the very real risk that even further overdevelopment of the site may come forward with subsequent applications. 
We would welcome further clarification of the number of bed-spaces the development would provide within the apartment blocks, and houses.

Connectivity

Principle 4 of B3a requires the scheme to connect well to surrounding areas; with only a pedestrian path to Sulis Meadows we cannot see how this connectivity will occur in this phase of development. Yet again the lack of a detailed masterplan over the whole site significantly reduces the ability to properly judge the scheme’s compliance with B3a. We also note that, according to B3a, the enclosure treatments and arrangements for the easterly boundary area should be detailed in the masterplan; we cannot see any detailed reference in the consultation regarding Phase 1 nor in the basic illustrative masterplan.
Heritage assets 

We note that according to B3a a detailed Management Plan for the Wansdyke SAM should be provided within any development proposals. There is no mention of this in the consultation boards. Is this work underway with Historic England and will it form part of the planning application when it comes forward? We would welcome confirmation of this, and would be happy to have an input. We note also that Sulis Manor is not included in any detail in the consultation information. As a non-designated heritage asset we would be interested to understand how this Phase 1 scheme will sit contextually near this site, and its landscape, and whether it will be a sensitive built relationship  (as required by B3a) .  Again without the benefit of a comprehensive masterplan it is impossible to gauge the cumulative harm that may occur to heritage assets from piecemeal development. 
2. Design and Architecture 
It was very useful for the Trust to gain a better understanding of Ben Pentreath’s  plans and the overall rationale for the designs for the scheme. We accept the use of a ‘soft’ and traditional Arts & Crafts aesthetic and agree that there is some precedent for this locally, in particular in Combe Down. The idea of a green and spacious ‘garden suburb’ approach to the public realm is appealing and appears to successfully integrate the scheme into its (now) semi-rural location. The attention to design detail is to be commended and we were pleased to note that you are drilling down detail on issues such as street lighting and long term management as these will be key issues in the success of the scheme.
With regard to the architectural design, while we understand aesthetic and historic justification for the interplay of vernacular and classical details, we would suggest that classical elements in the façade design as proposed for part of the scheme should not dominate the overall vernacular styling as this could give an impression of grandeur. We consider that a more vernacular and domestic character would lend itself better to the stated ambitions to create a vibrant mixed community in this part of Bath. 
We also have concerns about the height of ridge lines that the adoption of the 'Arts & Crafts' style will demand, especially if across the whole site. This is particularly worrying where this type of house is proposed close to the Southern edge of the plateau, in areas described as having 'High Negative Impact' by the Core Strategy. 

Materials 

We have no major concerns regarding the sympathetic palette of materials identified and we support the provision of a strict design code to ensure a consistent approach to both construction and ongoing householder development within the scheme. As always our proviso is to ensure that all materials are high quality and natural rather than composite alternatives, and that they stand the test of time; it appears this is being given appropriate thought and consideration. We accept the justification for the use of Bradstone, rather than natural stone, for the roof tiles.  
Sustainability 
We were pleased to hear about the provisions for attaining the 10% reduction of carbon emissions target and the measures to create sustainable and low carbon dwellings. We hope that focus on this element will endure and not be negotiated out as a detailed construction phase begins. We would encourage the development of zero carbon homes, integrated with traditional building materials and techniques in future phases of development.

Affordable Housing 
We particularly commend the commitment to providing 40% affordable housing across the site and to be integrated into the overall community.
Conclusion

Our overriding response to the consultation is that we see this scheme to be contrary to the provisions of policy B3a due to the lack of Comprehensive Masterplan.  Without this plan, which would ensure the entire site is appropriately and consistently developed in line with the Inspector’s specific provisions, we find a worrying disconnect between the developer’s site planning obligations and the largely acceptable designs for this Phase 1 scheme. 
We reserve the right to comment accordingly to any planning applications submitted. In such response we will put a particular emphasis on the submission of adequate details to make a proper assessment of the proposal, and the use of Planning Conditions to secure the appropriate quality in materials and construction. Furthermore, while we recognise the benefit of design codes and covenants to manage the future architectural alterations we will consider the promotion of an Article 4 Direction, and planning Conditions to limit permitted development rights. The site is not located within the Bath Conservation Area and falls outside of the City of Bath World Heritage Site designation, therefore an Article 4 Direction would ensure that householder development is managed in the same way as is appropriate for the surrounding city. 
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