APP/X1735/W/20/3259067: 
Bedhampton Heritage Alliance: Opening Statement:

This appeal is a challenge to the unanimous value judgement of local councillors trusted with a duty of special care, as guardians, to protect and enhance the designated and non-designated heritage assets of the Borough within their charge for the benefit of generations to come.  

The appeal site sits south of Lower Road within the wide arc of openness that surrounds the village. Openness that forms an integral and inseparable part of Old Bedhampton’s character and adds to the contrasting experiences of this place. It is part of an area of rural coastal land that, hitherto, except for a small amount of agricultural related development, has remained permanently undeveloped. Lower Road marks the clean line of a defensible boundary south of Lower Road to inhibit urban sprawl into this valuable rural setting of the Conservation Area. The impact of the proposed development on this landscape will be significant both locally and widespread. 
The site and its landscape setting still retains significantly valuable evidence of the important ancient historic connection to and from Langstone Harbour, which helps historians to explain the origin and subsequent development of the settlement. The importance of access to the riches of the harbour and the salt marshes have now given way to land that is valued for its support to protected wildlife. These inextricable links illustrate the value placed upon this land by the public.
The designated and non-designated heritage assets affected by this proposal include those impacted directly by the development, Narrow Marsh Lane, and the ancient hedgerow that contributes to the ‘sunken lane’ character of Lower Road, together with the ‘wrap around’ impact on the setting of the Old Manor Farm buildings adjacent to the site.

The impact of the proposal on amenity, tranquillity and safety will spread throughout the setting of the whole village, the core of the Conservation Area, the public realm within it and have immediate, within 100 metres, particular detrimental consequences for the setting of The Elms (Grade II*).
The sole means of vehicular access to and from the appeal site is through the heart of the Conservation Area and via the 3 blind corners of Lower Road. The harm generated by the proposal is thus also inextricably linked to the collective heritage assets of Old Bedhampton including notable listed buildings and their public realm. 

The public are concerned about highway safety and the appellants are seeking to ignore this local knowledge and experience, relying solely on reported accidents (thereby excluding unreported accidents, near-misses, etc). The situation is like the forest where when a tree falls no one hears it and they think the forest is healthy. The absence of any accident records, which may happen for a host of reasons, is taken by the appellants as confirmation of “an impeccable safety record”. 
When this is challenged and the public start to create a record of near misses by their responses to the public consultation, there follows an attempt to prove this position mathematically. The result of this is ‘fake news’ that unfortunately convinces an officer of its correctness. The method used exposes a statistical impossibility. Before the advent of computer modelling statisticians knew they could not use simple statistical mathematics alone to determine probabilities when complex, multiple probabilities are involved. Such mathematical problems were unsolvable analytically until computer modelling came on the scene.
When expert opinion, with computer modelling expertise and using the appellant’s data, is provided by the public to contradict the error, the appellants and the officer ignore the invitation to examine the methodology and findings. Their sole interest appears to be the flow of traffic.
On the wider planning balance to be considered by the Inspector in this appeal, the NPPF is clear that “great weight should be given to the conservation of heritage assets”.  Harm to heritage assets must weigh heavily against any public benefits.  The decision maker must attribute the appropriate weight to the benefits, in this case the provision of new houses, but these houses are outside of the settlement boundary where the principle of development is resisted, and the slight shortfall in the five-year supply means only limited weight should be given to meeting that need in this location, against the significant weight of heritage protection in this location.  
Nowhere does the NPPF indicate that a housing shortfall should result in ‘open season’ on greenfield sites with detrimental heritage implications in the setting of Conservation Areas and Listed Buildings. The small shortfall in housing across Havant does not need to be met at this specific location. The proposal will provide less than 0.1% of the need yet levy irreparable harm on the adjacent heritage assets.
The appeal is made at a unique time in our history when the pandemic experience has turned a spotlight on the valuable contribution places make to our mental and physical well-being and the part they play in the quality of our way of life. Bedhampton is a place of inclusiveness. Hopefully, it will play a welcome part in the pandemic recovery.

The Inspector’s site visit, during lockdown, will unfortunately not have given a true picture of what is ‘normal’, particularly regarding vehicle movements. A 41% increase is predicted by the appellants. So, every time you see at least two vehicles, there will be a reasonable chance of there being a third one present: a noticeable change to the historic ambiance and an increase in safety concerns. 
This is not the time to destroy the remnants of the relationship between Old Bedhampton and its surroundings that has existed and shown a resistance to change for millennia. Refusal of this appeal will prevent harm to ambience, amenity and safety; harm to the intrinsic character and the irreparable harm caused by the destruction of ancient historic evidence.

In 2016 the Borough Council adopted a ‘knee jerk’ response to a gap in the supply of housing. They chose to Plan first by identifying sites; then conduct a subjective and flawed sustainability appraisal with key evidence such as highway safety missing, an out-of-date Conservation Area Appraisal and finally work with developers to try to fill in the evidence gaps to justify their proposals before the Plan is considered at an Examination in Public. 

This strategy includes the sacrifice of this Greenfield site: the only one that directly affects heritage assets. The unsound impact of this approach resulted in 126 public challenges related to this site: the most of any draft allocation. The report of the last round of consultation showed that there are 22 issues related to Policy H20 to be resolved at the Examination in Public. Only three other locations reach low double figures (Southleigh 10, Rook Farm 11 and the whole of Hayling Island 13).
This appeal is not the forum to debate the soundness of the Submission Local Plan, however, the appellants refer to Draft Policy H20 in support of their appeal and so the Alliance wishes to raise the many flaws and obstacles currently facing the Local Plan at its Examination to make the point that it is far from being found sound, and the appeal site is far from being allocated.  A clear potential outcome should the Inspector dismiss this appeal is for the Council to withdraw the site allocation altogether.
The focus of the evidence here will principally be on the impact of the development on a range of designated and non-designated heritage assets in favour of a non-descript development that makes no positive contribution to the adjacent sections of the Conservation Area or their settings. This setting of high-quality farming land also provides feeding grounds for protected species. The harm to this habitat is measured at almost £330,000 in mitigation.  

The timing of the Inquiry follows an announcement regarding “Housing and economic needs assessment” on 16th December 2020 by the Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government that guidance on “Where should the cities and urban centres uplift be met?” …in meeting housing need “brownfield and other under-utilised urban sites should be prioritised…to make the most efficient use of land.”

The Alliance support the Council’s planning and heritage consultants’ evidence. Efforts have been made to minimise any overlaps.
The Alliance brings local knowledge, experience and expertise to the debate. To expose that which has been hidden, undervalued, ignored or the subject of error in the appellant’s case for development. This contribution, on behalf of future generations, has required stamina. It has been energised as in response to the inclusion of this site in the Housing Statement and further informed by the sequence of consultations over recent years, sometimes overlapping: Stages of the Draft Local Plan, Conservation Area Review and two planning applications.

This appeal will end with another value judgement: that of the Inspector, Mr Castle, who will decide what he feels are the benefits and harms of the proposal and what weight to attach to them. We clearly hope this will safeguard the heritage that we are currently guardians of. We do not want to be the generation that has to explain why in 2021 this proposal was allowed to happen. 
On behalf of the Alliance, I humbly seek to represent the public who submitted the 441 pages of adverse comments on this application and the 1700+ signatories of a petition to remove the site from the Draft Plan. This is their only means of engagement with this appeal which, disappointingly, precedes the Examination of the Local Plan allocation itself. They, and I, may be an irritant, with repetitive comments and at times possibly a frustrated and ill-mannered approach. If so, we apologise. It is not how we express ourselves that matters but what we have to say.  
As a retired planner, I recognise that I am unable to give planning advice. I can however give opinions and observations as a local resident. To prevent repetition of this caveat, please regard any statements I make as opinion.
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