Westminster Park Residents Association

Response to Local Plan Proposals for Building off 

Wrexham Road

1. Introduction

1.1 The WPRA is a residents’ association representing around 1200 households in the Westminster Park area of Chester. It includes Lache Lane, all roads to the east of Lache Lane and some to the west such as Cranford Court and the roads off Green Lane. This submission has been prepared by a group formed from the WPRA committee and other residents of WP.

2. CWaC Policy – Our Understanding

2.1 The Council has produced a draft plan covering development over the twenty years to 2030. It identifies the need for 22,000 additional homes in the Cheshire West and Chester area, approximately 1100 pa. The proposal is to build 5,200 of these in Chester with 1,300 of them on Green Belt land off the Wrexham Road. This is adjoining the Westminster Park area and will be equal in size to WP.

2.2 The number of dwellings is perceived to be those needed to support natural growth and increased employment in Chester. The Local Plan (paragraphs 3.19 and 8.2) states that this is an ambitious plan to take account of the Council’s aspirations for strong economic growth.

3. Our Response

3.1 Release of Green Belt Land

The Green Belt around Chester was established in 1983 to preserve the entity of the City. The national planning policy framework says “once established, greenbelt boundaries should only be altered in exceptional circumstances" This means that there must be a very good reason for building on the Wrexham Road Green Belt.

3.2 The Council has produced population forecasts for Cheshire West and Chester from 2010 and forecasts over 10% growth from 329,600 in 2010 to 363,500 in 2030. The forecast is based on predictions of birth, fertility and mortality rates. It is also based on assumptions about employment growth and chooses one of four scenarios on the basis that the others are “less plausible”. It is difficult to question the validity of some of the assumptions but, with the Local Plan (paragraphs 3.19 and  8.2) stating that “this is an ambitious plan to take account of the Council’s aspiration for strong economic growth”, the forecasts do appear to reflect aspiration rather than actual need. 

3.3 In fact, the population of Chester has increased by less than 2,500 in the last ten years based on the 2001 and 2011 censuses. Average household occupancy is 2.3 people so the proposed 5,200 homes would house 12,000 people. This is more than double the historic growth rate over the 20 years of the plan, even allowing for reduced dwelling occupancy with an ageing population.

3.4 The Council commissioned a report, published in July 2013, to provide a Strategic Housing Market Assessment (SHMA) for Cheshire West and Chester. It is based on a fairly large survey of residents and shows that, over the three years to 2011, the numbers of new residents moving to live inside the area are almost exactly balanced by those moving out (around 35,000). It accepts the population forecasts (paragraph 3.2) and provides a comprehensive analysis of where people live and where they work both within and outside CWaC. Predictions of future trends are left for further analysis of the 2011 census data.

3.5 Although the analysis covers travel to work from within Cheshire West and Chester to outside the area, it suffers from not covering in-commuting from those travelling to work from outside the area yet much of the Council’s case for 5,200 new dwellings in Chester revolve round the level of in-commuting.

 3.6 It is stated that employment in Chester is 58,400 compared to an economically active population of only 40,800. This implies a high daily in-commuting level of 17,600 that could increase if employment increases as proposed. But it is not clear that building new homes in Chester will reduce in-commuting – many commuters live outside Chester because it is cheaper and we see no reason why this should change in the foreseeable future. 

 3.7 The Council’s plan does not say whether any consultation has taken place with neighbouring authorities on the housing needs of the Chester area even though Chester is close to the Welsh border. We understand that local plan proposals have been rejected at a number of enquiries because of a lack of rigorous consultation with adjoining authorities about the location of housing growth.

 3.8 Issues that we do not consider to have been adequately answered in the planning documents include:

· Evidence of the need for 5,200 new dwellings in Chester. Population growth estimates suggest a much lower figure, perhaps 2,000 to 3,000.

· The possibility and desirability of satisfying housing need in neighbouring authorities.

· Even if there is a need for 5,200 new dwellings in Chester, the advisability of building 25% of them on one site.

· The availability of brown field land to accommodate the growth.

3.9 In summary, we do not consider that the documents published by the Council make an adequate case for the proposed 5,200 new dwellings in Chester and has certainly failed to explain the “exceptional reasons” for vandalising the Green Belt.

4. Infrastructure Implications

4.1 Whilst we question the housing need figures and whether there really is a need to alter the Wrexham Road Green Belt, we recognise that, nevertheless, the decision may be made to go ahead. If so, we want to be satisfied that the infrastructure implications have been fully considered and solutions identified. 

4.2 Our concerns fall into three categories:

1. Traffic implications,

2. Drainage implications,

3. Educational need implications. 

5. Traffic Implications

5.1 Although no specific access/egress points have been proposed at this stage, the plan (Map 61) implies that access from the estate could be into the Wrexham Road by the Park and Ride or the other business park roundabout. Other accesses could be at the bottom of Lache Lane or into Westminster Park, such as through Sherbourne Avenue. Whatever happens, the extra traffic arising from 1,300 new dwellings, which more than doubles the current size of Westminster Park, will significantly affect WP residents, particularly if access is provided into WP.

5.2 It is possible that some of the new householders will be employed in the Wrexham Road business park – if so, this could serve to reduce travel flows to work across Chester or in-commuting from Wales and elsewhere. However, the Business Park has a very high in-commuting rate from Wales, etc. (see paragraph 3.6) and, with house prices in Chester higher than elsewhere, it is questionable as to whether a significant number of business park employees will be persuaded to move. 

5.3  Figures obtained from the 2011 census for the whole CWaC area suggests that 42% of households have one car and 39% have two or more cars. It also shows that 45% of people travel to work on their own in a car with very few (2.3%) using public transport and 1.8% cycling. On this basis we believe that the new housing will generate a considerable increase of traffic into Chester for employment purposes and to schools (see Education section below). The population growth is partly based on increased employment in Chester, yet the growth area is the Central Business District near the station on the opposite side of the City from Wrexham Road.

5.4 The Overleigh roundabout takes traffic from Hough Green, Lache Lane and Wrexham Road (all including commuters from Wales) as well as Curzon Park. There is currently considerable congestion at busy times as all traffic has to funnel over the single lane Grosvenor Bridge with lights at the other end. We have been told of automated traffic management systems but do not believe that there are any ways of significantly improving traffic flow. Any increase in traffic will simply increase the level of congestion. 

5.5 Other traffic from the new estate will go out onto the A55 for those commuting to Merseyside, Manchester and elsewhere. Again there is considerable congestion at the A55/A483 roundabout at busy times and additional traffic will only add to the problems.

6. Drainage

6.1 Any above average rainfall regularly leads to flooding in parts of Westminster Park most noticeably near the last houses in Lache Lane. On several occasions in the last few years Lache Lane has been almost, or completely, impassable to traffic and flooding has also occurred on the Wrexham Road at times.  

6.2 Houses backing onto the fields on which the proposed development is proposed have had serious problems with flooding although this has been somewhat better since the land has been farmed again – the farmer has worked hard at maintaining the ditches that had deteriorated since the land ceased to used around 1990.

6.3 The water runs off into the Balderton brook through Saltney and eventually into the River Dee but the flooding problems indicate that the drainage system is barely adequate for the present number of houses in Westminster Park. If the fields to the east of WP are to be concreted over, and the water needs of 1,300 new houses provided for, we believe that a considerable upgrading of drainage systems will be required.

7. Education 

7.1 1,300 new households imply more children of school age and we recognise that the Council has formulae to estimate the numbers. We note that the plan provides for a new primary school in the area but makes no mention of secondary educational needs. 

7.2 The information, with which we have been provided, suggests that it will be possible to accommodate only half the expected additional secondary children at the local school – Queens Park HS. The rest will have to be distributed across the other Chester secondary schools. This means that some children, from existing as well as new households, will be unable to attend their local school and will have to travel across Chester. Whereas the majority of secondary children living in WP may be expected to cycle or walk to school, this will not be true of those sent to Christleton, Upton, etc. This can only add to the traffic problems discussed above.

8. Conclusions 

8.1 As we have stated, we do not think that the Council has established the “exceptional reasons” for building on the Green Belt land between Westminster Park and the Wrexham Road. We question the need for 5,200 new dwellings to support population and employment growth in Chester and question whether some housing growth should not be met in adjoining authorities.

8.2 Many WP residents have attended meetings with planning officers in recent weeks to express their concerns about traffic congestion, drainage, etc. The response has been that these matters will be considered once planning consent has been granted. This is totally unacceptable – the implications of such a large building development should be fully investigated, and solutions set out, before planning permission is considered.

8.2 If planning permission is given for the development we believe it will have an adverse effect on the quality of life of existing residents in the area for the reasons set out above. If the scheme does proceed we strongly urge the Council to adopt a phased approach with thorough reviews of the situation between phases.
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