NOTES ON THE PUBLIC MEETING RE WEST DEVON CORE STRATEGY
at the OCKMENT CENTRE OKEHAMPTON FRIDAY 16th JULY 2010

1.  INTRODUCTION
This meeting was arranged by a resident of Okehampton in consultation with David Incoll - Chief Executive WDBC.  The meeting was to give an opportunity for the public to raise concerns over the West Devon Core Strategy. Philip Wagstaff, Chair of the Devon Heartlands Community Partnership was invited to chair the meeting. 

2.  CORE STRATEGY UPDATE 
David Incoll gave an update reflecting the latest feedback from the government & DCC. A copy of the presentation slides are attached. The following are key points made :-
a) WDBC has a legal duty to produce an up-to-date Strategic (Local) Plan in accordance with the 1974 Act.
b) The Government has confirmed that Local Development Framework (LDF) remains a requirement, recognising that only major change is that the Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS)
c) As part of the requirements that WDBC  are required to comply with is the need to demonstrate that they have a 5-year supply of Housing Development Land available. The LDF plans cover the next 16 years, that is until 2026 reflecting local needs supported by local evidence.
d) The Key Test that LDF must pass is "Sustainability" 
e) If the Core Strategy was revoke then the previous Local Plan will be fallback position. The Local Plan is old & out-of-date which means it is less defendable, for example Teignbridge District Council found themselves exposed to Developers when their Local Plan lapsed. Major Supermarkets use high powered legal & professional teams to fight Planning Regulations. Also there is no commitment from other service providers, such as highways or education providers, to deliver infrastructure.
f) The Core Strategy aspires to provide Housing of a High Standard of Design in mixed development plots. The use of specialist independent Development Planners, such as the Princes Foundation, has been very beneficial to South Ham's Sherford Development Plans. 
g) Additional houses are planned for the smaller towns & main villages, in the Okehampton area  some nearly 400 houses are planned outside Okehampton.
h) The WDBC Core Strategy was endorsed by DCC's Cabinet, who supported the Housing Needs Evidence as correct. (see Attached Letter from DCC)       
i) As part of LDF Documentation is the Infrastructure Delivery Plan, which has been produced in consultation with the other service providers. It provides for the Infrastructure to be delivered in tandem with housing. 

3.  GENERAL DEBATE & DISCUSSIONS
The meeting was thrown open to the floor to ask questions relating to the Core Strategy. There debate & questions were full of passion demonstrating the strength of feeling that the subject generates across the Borough. The wide ranging questions & answers fell into 3 areas:-
A) The Process
The Evidence Base supporting the Core Strategy must be robust & objective, therefore would not require re-working or updating continually. There is a concern that the Evidence has been made to fit the Strategy & not vice versa. 

In response WDBC Officers stressed that the Strategy has been based on the evidence gathered, whilst the experience in Tavistock of Sainsbury's victory overturning the Planning Decision through the courts has demonstrated the importance of keeping up-to-date evidence base. The Planning Inspector during the review of the Core Strategy will decide whether or not the conclusions drawn by WDBC are correct. 

It was suggested from the floor that the Core Strategy could be challenged in the court too, which would be costly for WDBC & the community.

B) Member Approval of Core Strategy Documentation
There was a very strong feeling from the community that Core Strategy had been rushed through & that Committee decisions were manipulated with Party Politics prevailing over community benefit. This was particularly so in respect of the approval by the Future Planning & Housing Committee on Monday 19th April where the substitution of Members played a vital role in the final Core Strategy documents being approved. 

The process for substituting of committee members was explained as follows:-
· All WDBC Committees comprise equal number of members from each of the 3 political groups that is Conservative, Independents & Liberal Democrats.
· Substitutions of Committee members is acceptable & the following procedure is to be followed.
· 	The Committee Member should inform the Chair of the Committee & the appropriate Leader of the Political Group that the member is unable to attend a particular meeting. 
· The Party Leader would find a replacement & inform the Chair of the Committee, the WDBC Officer who is secretary of the Committee & the members involved in the substitution. 

The Future Planning & Housing Committee meeting was reschedule for Monday 19th April. Prior to the meeting the Leader of the Conservative Group was informed by the Chair of the Committee that two conservative members could not attend. He found 2 replacements &  informed the appropriate people as above by e-mail on Sunday 18th April. The Member for West Devon was surprised that she had been substituted as she had not asked to be & spoke to her Party Leader on Sunday evening, who said he was sorry. To register her protest at the substitution she resigned as a member of the Future Planning & Housing Committee. 

The consequence of this substitution was that the substitute voted for approval of the Strategy, whilst the original member would have voted against. This would have meant that Core Strategy would have been rejected. This is why the members of the community felt that the Core Strategy had been forced through.   

The Councillors present answered the questions raised at meeting clarifying the events & the options available, including:-
· The substitution could have been reversed & the original committee member could have attended & voted at the Committee Meeting
· The voting records on the Core Strategy as it progressed through the WDBC Committees show that no Party Group voted consistently for or against.
· Any member has right to attend Committee Meetings & speak, although they cannot vote.
· Councillors have to on occasions take borough wide view rather than a local view. 
· The LibDems will ensure that their substitutes will vote in accordance with the way that the original committee member would have done.

The Question & Answers had helped to give greater insight into the Committee processes & procedures within WDBC, as well as explaining what had happened on this occasion. It was general impression from the meeting that many felt that this had not been handled well.
  
C) Housing
 The area of the Core Strategy plan itself was the number of new houses planned across West Devon & in Tavistock & Okehampton in particular. The meeting wanted to know:-
i)  How was the Housing Needs Assessment made? How robust is it?
There was an assessment report produced covering Plymouth, West Devon, South Hams & part of Caradon. The consultants used a variety of techniques including surveys, face-to-face interviews & the internet. 

ii) Why are most of the New Houses going to built in Okehampton & Tavistock? 
This is where most people want to live according to the Housing Register data. It should be recognised that Dartmoor National Park is outside this Strategy. Why were the new houses in Tavistock & Okehampton lumped in one area & not distributed around the towns?  

iii) Villages Need New Housing to be Sustainable.
This recognised within the Core Strategy, for instance some 375 new houses mare planned for the villages & small towns around Okehampton. Each small town & village will be encourage to identify their own need through the use of the Sustainable Rural Community Toolkit as advocated in the Core Strategy. 

iv) New Houses should be for locals only.
This is not possible as Housing Developers have the right to sell to anybody who can afford the price. WDBC does insist that a minimum of 35% of new build is Affordable Housing available to those in need on the West Devon Housing Register. Historically over 95% of the Affordable Houses go to West Devon residents. It was accepted that the new system does not have a minimum qualification period. 

v) Is there a plan which prioritises the most needed housing types?
Yes, in any new development WDBC requires a minimum of 25% of the housing to be one or two bedroom units. This targets a known shortfall.   

vi) Does the Section 106 Agreement remain in place even if a Developer changes?
Yes, the 106 Agreement is tied to the Planning Permission not the Developer. 

vii) Does West Devon have a high number of Second Home Owners?
No, there are less than 100 second home owners, however this does not include people who live in West Devon but work 2 or 3 days a week out of the county. 

viii) The Delivery of Infrastructure needs to be in parallel with House Building & not afterwards.
It was agreed which is why WDBC have produced an Infrastructure Delivery Plan. It was noted that a number of the infrastructure projects identified in the Delivery Plan were categorised as at high risk, giving uncertainty about whether or not they would be delivered on time or even at all. It was suggested that this is a Strategy not a rigid Plan, therefore giving flexibility to react to future events.  

ix) The Housing Developments must take into account the environmental & social impact.
Yes, this is why WDBC want to bring in independent Housing Development professional, such as the Princes Foundation, to ensure the quality of the developments.

D) A Summary From the Floor of the Meeting
In a statement from the floor one person summed up the mood of many of the people at the meeting as follows:-
The Core Strategy is not costed & lacking in definition with planned service & infrastructure delivery designated as medium or high risk, with a imbalance between village & town developments making them non sustainable, whilst lumping all houses in one area causes major concerns.  
 
4. CLOSING STATEMENT
In his closing statement Philip Wagstaff thanked David Incoll, WDBC Councillors & Officers who attended the meeting. The meeting had been a full frank exchanged of views & opinions, which demonstrated everybody's concerns & passion for making West Devon a place where the younger generations can stay & flourish.  
