Devon Heartlands Community Forum – Monday 19th October

Okehampton Development Vision

Present:- Ken Williams; Edna Hicks; John Young; Christine Marsh; Philip Wagstaff; Peter Woodgate; Derek Webber; Steve Blood; Chris Blood; David & Val Cushing; Kay & Peter Northcott; Bob Dunnett; Paul Delahoy; Karen Percival; Nils Westman; Nick Payne; Constable Matt; Margaret & Derek Woolacott; Kay Bickley; Tony Leech; & Ewen Rae.

Apologies:- Hyder Pirwany; John Love; David Weeks; Nick Morgan; James MacInnes; Ken & Ann Crawford; Don Bent;  

1.  Introduction

This Special Forum has been called to give more time to discuss a development vision presented in September. This vision struck an accord with the Community Forum & thought it should be explored further with the local councillors.

2.  Development Vision Presented by Peter Woodgate

Peter Woodgate shared his vision for the development of Okehampton as town that has kept its distinct character & identity living in harmony with its rich natural heritage. It is our inheritance for the young people of Okehampton. 

His vision is to spread the development between the east & to the north reaching into the Brightley valley. This would have three important benefits:-

· Help to maintain the town centre as the focal point of the town,

· Provide another road connecting a population centre with the town centre & local amenities, however this would require an upgrade to the road, &

· Enhance access to Abbeyford Woods & the Tarka Trail

The Houses would be quality housing, reflecting the distinct local character & include affordable housing for local young families to be able to stay local. 

The green areas in & around the town, will be linked & accessible via multi-use green ways. This will not only encourage pedestrians & cyclists but enhance & celebrate the local heritage and wildlife.
The Employment Land could be re-modelled in the Exeter Road site, which could be contained & hidden from the Dartmoor eye-line by the natural landscape. This would minimise the visual impact. This would support Tourism, which is the main growth industry. Tourism would be further assisted by the provision of a coach park, this would increase visitors & benefit local businesses.

3.  Comments From The Councillors

The Councillors were offered the first opportunity to comment on the Vision & generally were supportive of the approach. The comments & observations made included the following:-

(a) Industrial Land – Exeter Road Locality

· The vision still means that the houses in Stockley would be hemmed in by industrial estate

· Agreed that an industrial landscape leading into the town is detrimental to the attractiveness & may create a poor impression / welcome for visitors.

· The Industrial Land allocated is twice the perceived need.

· There is Industrial land available on the Opportunity Okehampton

· Moving some of the existing businesses from North Rd to Exeter Road sites could release land in the centre of Okehampton for housing, with easy access to town centre facilities.

(b) Road Access via Brightley Road

· Is it possible to have a road link from Upcott Hill to Abbeyford Woods

· Using Oaklands Drive as an access route will create a potential hazard for primary school children

(c) Multi-Use Greenways is a very good idea

(d) A Change In Government would have an impact of the plans for development

(e) The Regional Spatial Strategy is currently “frozen” pending a legal challenge on the Procedural issues. If revoke this would have an impact on Core Strategy, especially new housing numbers.

(f) WDBC Core Strategy has taken due account of the input from the consultation process. If it is not adopted then West Devon would have no plan, this would itself & the community open to Ad Hoc Developments. This situation has caused problems in other areas.  

(g) TESCO Rumour – the grapevine speculation about TESCO coming to Okehampton is growing. It would be an out-of-town store. 

(h) Demographic Changes, in particular the increased % of social housing has both social & economic impacts.

3. General Debate

The Comments made during the general debate included the following:-

(a) Industrial Land

· The correct term used is “Employment Land” which covers the whole range of business uses rather than Industrial Land which has overtones of large hangar type structures.

· Residents living adjacent to the industrial site should be compensated for the loss in value of their house.

· Provision of Employment is a critical factor in the sustainability of Okehampton, without local employment Okehampton would become a dormitory town for Exeter.
· Why is the Link Road going through an Industrial Estate 

· Local Employment opportunities essential for local economy, most people shop where they work.

(b)  Ribbon Development Approach

· Development must be around the town not a ribbon style

· The Okehampton Town Design Statement identified maintaining a cohesive community as a critical element of strategy. A ribbon development approach would split the town.

· Some of the proposed new houses would be 2 miles from the town centre. 

· Big Development Area is not a sound blueprint for rural market town 

(c) Brightley Valley Flood Prevention – this could simply move or create a flood problem downstream

(d) Road Improvements & Access
· The traffic joining of Crediton Road & Exeter Road creates a major bottleneck with heavy congestion. This deters visitors.

· Improved road often leads to faster traffic & more serious road accidents & greater risk for users. 

· Latest Planning Application will add another 366 households & their cars using the Exeter Road routes. 

· Congestion problems are having an adverse economic impact on some local businesses with transport through the town taking much longer.  

(e)  Consultation Process

· The next stage for Core Strategy having been through the various rounds of consultations is approval by the Housing & Forward Planning Committee on 2nd November.

· Serial consultations are a feature of the Local Development Framework process, with the next document being an Area Action Plan for the Okehampton area.

· Just 39 people responded to latest Core Strategy consultation, which could be due to Consultation Fatigue &/or a loss of community belief in the process. 

(f) Tourism – It was reported that this year has been the best year this century for visitors, with increased numbers across the area. 

(g) Infra-Structure – The meeting had not mentioned the need for the services infrastructure to be in place as the developments progress. This is essential for the creation of community spirit & the integration into Okehampton too. This would include schooling, health, Fire & Rescue, Police, local shops & Community facilities.

(h) Sieze the Opportunities – Okehampton has missed the boat in the past and managed development must happen to secure the viability of the town. We must all work together to find a way forward for the benefit of all breaking down barriers. 

(i) Need For A Strategy – At this stage it is a vision which would need considerable work to turn it into a strategy.  

4. SUMMING UP

The Forum was very appreciative the support & contribution from the councillors, officers and members of the public who attended this meeting and Peter was thanked for sharing his vision.

We need to build upon the consultation processes that have been initiated, and the Community Forum can help to develop a shared planning experience with long term vision. By working together we can create & seize opportunities that benefit the whole of Okehampton by involving the community in parallel with decisions about its structures. 

The next meeting will be on 18th November at 7.30 p.m. in the Ockment Centre, when Chris Dunford – Head of Forward Planning will lead the discussions & identify how the community can become more involved in the processes. This will reflect decisions made by the Members on 2nd November.   

