= EPSOM & EWELL TIMES

rFar the comemranity, by the community. A not-tar-proft serace

f EPSOM & EWELL TIMES i 0

Here we go again on the Local Plan?

21 February 2024

Epsom & Ewell Borough Council has launched a dedicated FAQ section on its website to inform residents about the
ongoing development of the borough’s Local Plan. According to the Council this initiative aims to provide transparency
and dispel any misinformation circulating regarding the plan’s objectives and progress.

The Local Plan holds significant importance in shaping the future of the borough, covering various aspects such as job
creation, environmental conservation, leisure facilities, housing sites, and infrastructure enhancements. The Council
states that no final decisions have been made regarding policy formulations or site selections. Currently, the council is in
the process of reviewing feedback received during the initial public consultation on the draft plan and gathering
additional evidence to inform its development.

Councillor Steven McCormick, Chair of the Licensing & Planning Policy Committee, (RA Woodcote and Langley)
emphasized the complexity and necessity of the Local Plan’s development, stating:

“The development of our Local Plan is as complex as it is vital. We want to make sure that all those who live in, work in
and visit the borough have access to the latest information about the Local Plan, to ensure that they are informed and to
dispel rumours and myths about the Plan. We encourage everyone to take a look at the FAQs, either on our website or by
coming in to the Town Hall and asking for a copy at reception.”

On the key areas of most interest to residents the Council’s position is stated and Epsom and Ewell Times summarises:
Local Plan Decisions Still Pending

Epsom and Ewell Borough Council (EEBC) has yet to finalize decisions regarding policy formulation and site allocations
for the upcoming edition of the Local Plan. Despite ongoing efforts to adhere to the government’s planning framework and
reviewing feedback from the Draft Local Plan consultation, no definitive choices have been made at this juncture. The
council is actively engaged in compiling a comprehensive evidence base essential for the development of the Proposed
Submission Local Plan, also known as the Regulation 19 Local Plan.

Spatial Strategy Uncertain

Concerns loom over the confirmation of a Spatial Strategy crucial for guiding development across the borough. Originally
slated for submission to Surrey County Council for transportation modeling by January 2024, the Spatial Strategy’s
confirmation has encountered hurdles. Following member briefings earlier this year, the council has been unable to
solidify the strategy, prompting a reevaluation of available options.

Timeline for Local Plan Decisions

With the evidence base still under development, decisions regarding the Local Plan’s content are slated for later this year.
The Licensing and Planning Policy Committee (LPPC) is expected to receive recommendations on the Proposed
Submission Local Plan, incorporating site allocations, by November 2024. Subsequently, the LPPC will forward its
recommendations to the Full Council for deliberation. Only upon Full Council approval will the plan proceed to another
round of public consultation, marking a critical juncture in the decision-making process.

Data Informing Local Plan Preparation

EEBC has relied on a diverse array of data sources to inform the preparation of the Draft Local Plan. Evidence spanning
various thematic areas was gathered and published to support the consultation process. Additionally, ongoing efforts are
underway to gather further evidence, with updates expected to be made available on the council’s website upon
completion.

Housing Needs and Requirements

Calculating the housing need for the borough involves employing the Government’s ‘Standard Method,” which utilizes
2014 Household Growth Projections data. While recent updates to the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) have
reaffirmed the use of this method, the draft Local Plan aims to address just over half of the calculated housing need. This
draft plan will undergo extensive scrutiny during the independent planning inspector’s examination.

Current Housing Needs and Challenges
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The borough faces challenges in meeting its housing targets, with housing delivery falling short of expectations. Despite
efforts to address housing shortages, the Council’s Authority Monitoring Report highlights a deficit in housing delivery.
Moreover, the increasing number of households on the housing needs register underscores the urgent need for affordable
housing solutions.

Brownfield Sites and Development

While brownfield sites play a crucial role in meeting development needs, there are concerns about their sufficiency.
Although a range of brownfield sites has been considered for development in the next stage of the Local Plan, it is deemed
insufficient to meet the borough’s housing and economic requirements.

Preservation of Industrial Estates

Industrial estates such as Longmead and Kiln Lane are integral to the borough’s employment landscape and are
safeguarded against housing development. Recognizing their importance in providing employment opportunities, the draft
Local Plan designates these sites as Strategic Employment Sites, prioritizing their protection for employment-generating
uses.

Green Belt Protection

The Green Belt, governed by the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF), enjoys robust protection against
development. However, authorities have the discretion to review and alter Green Belt boundaries under exceptional
circumstances, subject to stringent conditions. Despite this flexibility, any proposed changes must demonstrate adherence
to outlined criteria, ensuring the enduring preservation of Green Belt land.

The FAQs can be accessed on the council’s website at www.epsom-ewell.gov.uk/local-plan-fags.

Members of the public can sign up to receive an alert for future consultations by completing the form at
https://epsom-ewell.inconsult.uk/.

Opposition Voices Express Frustration Over Lack of Transparency

Cllr Julie Morris, Liberal Democrat group leader (College), expressed frustration over what she perceived as a lack of
transparency and decisive action in the development of the Local Plan. She stated: “Some many months after several
public protests about the inclusion of sites within the Green Belt, do we finally have some information about the status of
our Local Plan, relatively bland though it is. Weasel words ‘no decision has been made on site selection’ need to be read
alongside answers to a FAQ on the council’s website, where it quite clearly says that site options have been given to
Surrey County Council (SCC) who are currently completing their transport modelling. These options may not be the final
decision, but most councillors in Epsom & Ewell are not even aware of what these options are, so at this point in time SCC
probably know more than us. The Liberal Democrat group of councillors remain frustrated and very concerned at the lack
of transparency in decision-making from the party in control of the council - the Residents Association group.”

Cllr Kate Chinn, Labour group leader (Court), acknowledged the council’s recent efforts to inform residents about the
Local Plan’s progress but criticized what she described as a history of secrecy surrounding decision-making processes.
She stated: “It is good to see that the Residents Association (RA) councillors are finally starting the process of keeping
residents informed on the progress of the local plan. The confidential briefings, which are shrouded in secrecy and leaks
of information have fuelled the rumours, myths and conspiracy theories that prevail. With such a huge majority the ruling
group should be able to develop a vision to present to residents that enables homes to be built to meet residents’ housing
needs. Instead the borough continues to face uncertainty with the RA’s divisions, dither and delay meaning decisions are
not made.. As the webpage notes ‘Following member briefings in early 2024, a Spatial Strategy was not able to be
confirmed and therefore options are being considered.’

Without a spatial strategy the local plan is in effect paused. The lack of progress is endangering meeting the deadline to
present a plan to the planning inspectorate by the 30th June 2025 leaving the council at the continued risk of unplanned,
speculative development. The Labour group would happily contribute and work collaboratively to produce a local plan
that sensibly addresses the borough’s acute housing need.”

Related reports:

Minister gets heavy on a Local Plan delay

Mystery Local Plan critic revealed

Local Plan costs eat into Council reserves

Local Plan to move forward after passionate debate

and many many more. Search “local plan”.
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