Note of meeting in Finzean to discuss Aberdeenshire Council Main Issues report

29 June 2009 
Present:
Alison Bell, Karen Bradburn , Jim Buchan, Catriona Farquharson, Andrew Farquharson John Forster, Guy Haslam, Graham Hay Kirsty Henderson Charles Insch, Dave Latham Donna and Alan Malcolm, Kathleen Moir, Brian Pattinson, Donna Thow, , and with Cllr Karen Clark

Apologies Cllr Linda Clark, Cllr Jill Webster, 

Agenda of meeting and layout of this report
	Agenda item
	Section of this document

	Overview of the Main Issues report  
	See material presented by John Forster in Part E of report

	Discussion in small groups of specific policies followed by reporting back and general discussion 
	See record in Part A of this report

	Presentation of developers’ proposals followed by discussion
	See part B and material available in Part E

	Issues for further discussion in the community – population size and drainage

	See Part C 

	Action now  
	See Part D


Part  A. Discussion of the issues and policies identified by Aberdeenshire Council
We concentrated particularly on three of the eight issues: landscape, design quality and rural development.

1. Planning within the landscape
We agreed that it was important that landscapes of high-quality should be identified and believed that these should include not only undeveloped countryside but also the associated settlement which themselves would contribute to the landscape quality and the setting for the adjacent undeveloped countryside. for an example in Finzean the broad strath of the valley floor with houses and scattered trees was an essential component and contributing to the quality of the broader context of forests and hills.

[Note that it's important to realise that defining "Finzean" we don't mean just what is signposted as " Finzean Village" but the community as a whole as defined for example by the area of the Community Council]. 
We agreed that Finzean and the Forest of Birse should be regarded as a landscape of particular significance and given protection appropriately. 
We thought that the plan should ensure that protection is given to statutory sites SSSIs, and to the qualities of the special protection area of the River Dee and catchment should be recognised within the plan.

2. How can design quality be improved?
We supported the idea of having a design policy, but believed that the development of this must include stakeholders (especially communities) from the beginning since it will be based inevitably on value judgements.  There is also little point in having policy if it is not implemented and a proper monitoring process should be built in to enable regular public reporting of the way in which the policy is being implemented.
We support the idea that sustainability principles should be included in the design; for example resource and energy efficiency.  Resource efficiency should particularly include use of water given the constraints on water supplies within the catchment of the Dee.

3. How should rural development in the countryside be accommodated
The concepts of “sustainable” and “sustainability” appear as important concepts in this section – but their meaning is not clear – and appears to be different in different sentences.  Given the central importance of the concept of sustainability to the policy it is essential that there is a proper discussion of its meaning and that it is used in a clear and consistent way.

We identified two concerns about the proposed typology and its application;  

· Firstly that the proposed links between type of area, needs, and scale of demand didn’t when applied to Aberdeenshire seem to relate to the actual situation on the ground – for example how would somewhere like Finzean fit in to the suggested three tiered typology?  It can hardly be regarded as within the accessible hinterland around Aberdeen city and yet the scale of demand is high and the need in terms of absolute volume is relatively low.  

· Secondly there is  tension between the suggested typology within which it is proposed that "very" remote areas should not be unnecessarily constrained and the need to give appropriate safeguards to high-quality landscapes since it is very likely that some of the more remote areas in Aberdeenshire will have the highest quality landscape.  To some extent this tension/conflict can be resolved by ensuring that the highest quality design principles are applied to development in an area like Finzean but the presence of policies with conflicting aims – one encouraging development, the other restraining it – must only add to confusion on everyone’s part.  

For these reasons, in places like Deeside and Feughside we don’t think the idea of having a typology is helpful.  
We also considered the most appropriate ways of accommodating development in areas of predominately scattered housing like Finzean of high visual quality.  This broad valley did not traditionally have a nucleated settlement.  What is the best way to fit houses into this valley without damaging its visual quality?  We did not feel that this is necessarily achieved by increasing the size of nucleated village through  the policy proposed by the Council of putting emphasis on development proximal to existing centres in the community.  Nor did we feel that the right development could be achieved through waiting for development proposals to come forward – instead there was a responsibility of planning, communities and developers to identify the best sites and layouts that could help achieve an appropriate balance between development and conservation.  Such a planned approach is particularly important in areas of high regional landscape significance.  
Part  B. Development proposals
See plans and proposals for Development referred to in Part E.
1 Finzean Estate at Hall wood
Andrew Farquharson presented his outline proposals for up to ten houses in the wood across the road from hall to the south east.  He explained that at this stage, he didn’t have details of the proposals.  In discussion, the following points were made:
· This was a significant site on the edge of the village as the wood provides screening for the builders yard to the east and provides shelter to  the eastern part of the village.  Hence the way in which trees were managed on the site was of vital importance, and felling of any of them was likely to cause wind blow in others.
· We recognised that the Estate intended to take drainage to the east of the site, but still expressed concern about drainage – as the existing burn to the west of the site down the Powlair road is already overloaded and the wood receives field drainage from land to the east of the hall.  We believed that it might be appropriate to consider some collaborative low tech treatment system – not a “sewage works” but something appropriate that would not attract additional development. 
· We expressed the hope that the designs of the houses might be sustainable (both in construction and in operation) – and would achieve the highest ratings under Aberdeenshire’s new design guidance -  but recognised that if design was entirely up to those who bought the house on a self build basis it might be difficult to regulate this.
· We welcomed the intention to make some sites available at a reduced cost for local people – but were not sure how this related to the Council requirement that a proportion of houses (not sites) needed to be affordable.  Also on a related point we were not sure how if development was undertaken on a self-build basis, we could be assured that the houses constructed would be affordable.
· We would like to consider the route by which the site was to be accessed from the main road
· We considered that the scale of development should relate to the overall needs for Finzean and would hope that the number for which permission was applied would coincide with the aspirations of the community (see discussion in Part C).  Provisionally we agreed after discussion that this could be “up to ten”.
· We would hope that before submitting a planning application all these issues could be discussed at length with the community and a master plan and landscape plan would be developed

2 Development at Braehead, Finzean
Charles Insch presented his proposals for development. We noted this proposal and the council comments and agreed with the points made by the Council.

3 Other sites

We recognised that the Estate was about to apply for planning permission for five houses on the site shown in the existing plan at Whitestone.  We didn’t identify any other preferred sites,
Part  C. Issues for further discussion in the community – population size and drainage
We discussed two issues which require further consideration within the Finzean community.
4 Future size of the population of Finzean

We had the beginnings of a conversation about the desirable size of the community in Finzean in future – balancing the needs for development with the desire for maintaining existing qualities.
· We were quite clear that in Finzean to maintain a vibrant community spirit we would continue to need to have sufficient young people with families.  

· We are also aware that there is continuous demand from the children of people in Finzean to acquire houses in Finzean (Andrew Farquharson said that there were well over half a dozen wanting houses); and

· But we were on concerned that the rural qualities of Finzean would begin to be threatened by continuing new development and we thought we might begin to challenge the assumption that continued growth in population in Finzean is desirable

In the meeting we were not able to resolve these issues but agreed that we should set up discussion of them so that we could frame a policy to guide future development.  This discussion would need to examine factors such as level of demand from local people, and the likely rate at which the existing housing stock might come onto the market and its likely suitability for younger people. 

We considered the approach to new housing that might be adopted to enable local young people with young families to acquire property – and for that property if sold to continue to be available for young people.  In the past the Estate has sold land off below market value to local young families for them to build – this quite understandably has resulted usually in high quality houses – which when put on the market have been sold to older couples with grown up families.  We couldn’t see a way to avoid this problem – unless a planning or legal condition was imposed that the house if sold should only be made available for a “local” family – but this might not be legally enforceable and would raise difficulties of defining local.   

We discussed whether providing some additional rented accommodation would be appropriate, but the consensus seemed to be that as most local young families wanted to buy a house this would not provide a solution.  

5 Drainage in Finzean Village

This raised the issue of drainage in the Boghead area generally. We agreed that it would be appropriate to consider improving drainage from septic tanks – but this should not involve a full sewage works – rather the development of a an intermediate system; this would require cooperation between different households.  We agreed that it might be helpful to discuss to discuss the possibilities with Scottish Water. 
Part  D. Proposed Actions following meeting:

· JAF to write up record of meeting, and circulate it/put it on website

· From record, create views that will be submitted by FCC to Council – and circulated

· FCC will consider record and discuss future action on Finzean growth and on drainage issues in Finzean village

Part  E. Material presented to meeting
6 Extract from John Forster’s Presentation

Content of The Main Issues Report:

1. Objectives for Local Plan

2. Settlement strategy

3. Policy changes

4. Development options  for specific sites/communities (on map)

5. Appendix 1 Draft wording for policy changes

Settlement strategy outwith the settlements - points

· “More welcoming approach to development is proposed”

· Reliance on “flexible approach to employment land – through the policy on rural development”

· Based on policies (i.e. not necessarily shown on a map).  Policies will:

· Allow flexibility in providing sites for single or small groups of houses and for businesses

· Encourage reuse of developed land and development of new sites near villages,  

· Provide more opportunities where need for development is greatest and demand lowest: i.e.  remoter areas encouraging development – accessible areas with more restrictions

Principal Policies to be changed

I. Developer contributions to fund facilities

II. Planning for minerals

III. Planning for waste

IV. Planning within the landscape

V. Approach to “enabling” development

VI. Destination retailing in rural areas

VII.  Accommodating rural development in the countryside 

VIII.  Improving the quality of design

Task – looking at policies

· Decide what policy you want to discuss

· Get together with others wanting to look at that policy

· In your group:

· Choose which policy to look at first

· By yourself spend five minutes reading through the policy sheet

· As a group discuss the main issues, the preferred policy and alternative policies

· Clarify as necessary any issues or policies

· As a group, put down in writing, what you think are:

· Some points about the issues,

· And your views on the policies

· Report back to everyone about your conclusions
Proposals for individual Settlements

· What are your views on the sites preferred for development?

· Do you agree that these represent the best locations for development in the area?

· Do you think that other sites should be promoted other than those preferred?

Population in Finzean and development

· 2005 adult population in Finzean  - 300

· Number of houses 160

· Current average  people per  house 1.8

· New houses – say 2.0 people

· 15 houses (5 already in plan at Whitestone – 10 new)– 30 people  - 10% increase

· Over what time scale?  What is appropriate?
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7 Summary of Aberdeenshire proposed policies from Issues report
1 Developer contributions for facilities serving sub-regional areas 

8 The preferred policy approach

1. Being clear up-front about the type and scale of infrastructure needed, so that developers are aware of the likely cost implications when they acquire the land.

2. Up-front funding for selected strategic new infrastructure would be provided by the Council and then recouped from developers as development takes place. This would enable the council to control the location for new infrastructure and ensure it was in place when needed. It would also guide development to the most appropriate places as sites would be already serviced by the necessary infrastructure. 

3. Highlight areas that will need to be masterplanned. This will call for co-operation between different developers involved..

2 Planning for minerals

9 The preferred policy approach
To keep the Plan succinct a single policy is promoted, merging the existing policies together. Supplementary guidance (SG) would be used to provide the detail required, to identify the market areas and where necessary to safeguard mineral deposits. The tiered approach would be replaced with criteria supporting the planned approach promoted in Government policy and would place greater emphasis on safeguarding mineral reserves from new development. Details of the criteria and maps contained in the supplementary guidance would provide greater clarity to communities and the industry.

3 Planning for waste 

10 The preferred policy approach

To keep the Local Development Plan succinct, a single policy is promoted. Supplementary guidance (SG) on this topic is to be produced by the Strategic Development Planning Authority, but additional SG will also be required locally. Safeguarded sites (e.g. areas of search) will be identified for specific waste management facilities that are needed in Aberdeenshire or are required to conform to the current and future National Waste Strategy and the North East Area Waste Plan. The tiered approach would be replaced with criteria, which support the planned approach promoted in Government policy. As part of the sustainable approach to waste management planning promoted by the Government, the layout of the preferred policy option follows the waste hierarchy (recycle, recovery and disposal). The preferred approach would reduce the duplication of policy advice (e.g. where it has been repeated under nature conservation), would place greater emphasis on the waste hierarchy, and would protect existing sites from inappropriate surrounding development. Using this criteria-based approach and detailed SG for local safeguarded sites would also provide greater clarity to communities and the industry. Placing the technical standards in the SG would create a more succinct plan, and the use of SG would also allow policy advice on waste management to be updated more quickly.

4. Planning within the landscape

11 The preferred policy approach

To keep the local development plan succinct, a single policy is promoted, which covers only those landscapes within the LDP area. As a result references to the protection of the National Scenic Area would be deleted.  A comprehensive approach to landscape character assessment (LCA) is proposed to cover the whole of Aberdeenshire, amending policy to reflect both these and the Areas of Landscape Significance (ALS). The preferred approach retains ALS, but amends their boundaries to act as a subset of the more comprehensive LCAs. While recognising that all landscapes are important through reference to LCAs, retaining ALS would provide an early indication to applicants when a landscape is of particular importance and more sensitive to development. Furthermore, re-aligning ALS with LCAs would amend their boundaries quicker than a full review of all ALS.

5. What approach should we take for “enabling” development? 

12 The preferred policy approach 

The preferred policy approach will be to continue to allow enabling development to be used as a tool where it can be proved that it is the only means of restoring a listed building. The policy will provide a statement on what is to be regarded as ”restoration”’: this will then be used as a starting point for negotiation on the restoration of buildings. It will encourage enabling development to take place offsite, and to avoid large allocations in areas not suited to housing or which are inconsistent with the development plan settlement strategy. In order to promote sustainable communities, all enabling housing developments will be subject to affordable housing contributions, if not on-site, then elsewhere. The new policy will also continue with safeguards to ensure the protection of the setting or character of the primary restoration building.

In addition, the preferred approach would now allow enabling development to provide for capital to encourage rural diversification in line with SPP15, and will go beyond this by stating that enabling development can be used in Regeneration Priority Areas to promote regeneration, without any links to built heritage conservation being involved.

6. Destination retailing in rural areas

13 The preferred policy approach

Retail development in the countryside should be accepted, if the retail development is related to an existing tourist or recreation facility or a new tourist or recreation development. The aim of the policy would be to allow retail developments that are secondary to a tourist or recreational destination. This approach would also support farm shops in the countryside. Allowing these developments would support the rural economy and promote tourism in Aberdeenshire.

The preferred approach requires retail tourism developments to be linked to existing tourist or recreation facilities, but to avoid large non-tourism retail developments in accessible locations. These are best located in or on the edge of existing town centres.

Other forms of rural diversification are considered in the revised policy approach promoted for rural development.

7. How should rural development in the countryside be accommodated?

14 The preferred policy approach

The preferred approach would be tailored to the different areas within Aberdeenshire, depending on the balance of issues in each case. It would thus promote sustainable communities, increase efficiency, and meet demands to different degrees, depending on the type of area being considered and the specific pressures it is experiencing. The negative impacts on sustainability from rural development need to be balanced with the scale of likely demand, so as to achieve a solution that meets needs, allows aspirations to be met and caters for demand, all in the local context. In essence, this balance would be expressed by the following table.

	Type of area
	Needs
	Scale of demand
	Policy approach 

	“Accessible” hinterlands around Aberdeen City and towns
	Low 
	High
	Maximise sustainability and re-use, emphasis on brownfield development. Intermediate 

	“remote” areas 
	Medium
	Local
	Maximise sustainable communities, emphasis on development proximal to existing centres of the community. 

	“Very” remote areas
	 High 
	Low
	Maximise meeting needs, development should not be unnecessarily constrained.


These different types of area, and their boundaries, can be explored through the use of rural “typologies”. Aberdeenshire Council has not come to a settled view on this matter yet, but figures 2 and 3 provide possible rural typologies that provide an indication of the areas that could be used.

8. How can design quality be improved? 

15 The preferred policy approach

The poor state of most contemporary design is such that positive intervention is justified. Such intervention should deliver:

· Layouts and house designs that respect what is valuable in the surrounding area – the landscape, natural and urban setting;

· Layouts and designs that provide a comfortable, safe, accessible and interesting environment, which is people-centred – not least providing a “sense of place” or “unique identity” that users can relate to; and

· Layouts and designs that put sustainability at the top of the list of issues to be addressed.

To do this policy requires:

· a comprehensive approach;

· clear definitions of what needs to be considered; and 

· a structured process that will tie all the stages and elements in design together.

To achieve good design requires good designers. That is beyond the scope of a LDP policy. But if the policy sets out a clear approach it should become apparent to developers that they will need good designers to address it. Thus the preferred policy approach would involve the whole range of design tools available, including masterplans, design frameworks, pattern books and structured analysis of what design is seeking to achieve in particular circumstances, and which considers setting, layout, form, style and detailing. 

16 Extract from Submission by Andrew Farquharson for Site At Hall Wood

S4 Current use of site?    Unproductive commercial woodland

S5 What uses do you propose for your site?   Housing

S6 Are you proposing to phase your development?     No
S7 If you are proposing housing, please provide us with details of what you think would be appropriate, both in terms of numbers of dwellings and their form:   10 Detached houses

A1 Please provide a statement on the siting and design of your proposal (how will the development fit in with the wider landscape or complement the urban design of the area?  The proposed housing development is situated next to Finzean village.  It is ideally situated for the village shop and village hall, both of which are well supported by the local community.  The development will take place in existing unproductive commercial woodland, and will be landscaped using the fringe trees.

A3 Have you applied principles of sustainable siting and design to your site?  -  No

C1 Has there been any opportunity for local people to influence what you propose through local engagement?   Yes – please see attached community council minutes

C2 At least 25% of all housing is likely to be required to be affordable, If applicable, are you considering providing more or less that this?     More

C3 What community benefits arise from your proposals? What would be the nature of these be, and how would they be delivered?   The Estate would like to continue their policy of providing affordable housing by selling off low cost sites.  We already have a sizeable waiting list of locals who are born and bred to the area, so further development sites would help to meet this demand.

C4  How easy is it for people using or living in the development you propose to access services?  Are the following facilities within: 

	
	400 m

	Local shops
	Yes

	Community facilities ( e.g. Hall)
	Yes

	Sports facilities (e.g. playing fields)
	Yes

	Employment areas
	

	Residential areas
	Yes

	Public transport networks
	yes


C5 Have you undertaken any of the following studies to determine whether your site is capable of being developed, or what might be required by you to make it developable?

Flood risk assessment

Traffic impact assessment

Drainage impact assessment

Habitat/biodiversity assessment   -Yes

C6 What are the access arrangements  you propose for the site?  Does your site plan clearly show where you propose to access the road network?    Yes

O1 What other information would you like to be considered in support of your proposals? We would like to emphasise the fact how much a success the sites made available for affordable housing have been in the past.  The locals have a loyalty to the area they have been brought up with and therefore the local school, village hall, church and shop all benefit as they will continue to support these various institutions
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“The proposal accords with equitable dispersal throughout Aberdeenshire and would support the local school, while the wood can be utilised for landscape purposes.  This site is therefore preferred for approximately 10 units.  This scale of development would be in scale with the existing settlement.”
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