Greater Norwich Local Plan
Submission by Margaret and Jacob Ecclestone of Diss

This submission covers two issues. First, we are concerned by the reasons which have been put forward in the GNLP for rejecting a number of possible sites for new housing in Diss. Given that the town is required to find enough land for the construction of  some 700 new houses in the period to 2038,  it seems important – if the consultation process is to be anything more than a perfunctory, bureaucratic exercise  - that the planners are subject to challenge on what they rule-out as well as what they put forward. 

Second, we are concerned by the designation of GNLP site 0341 as a “reasonable alternative if additional growth is needed....”
We begin by saying that we agree with the proposals to build 200 homes on sites numbered 0250, 0342, 0119 and 0291 – the land between Heywood Road and Shelfanger Road. Building houses on these four sites seems to us to be entirely reasonable, although it will mean that the northern boundary of the town is extended into open countryside. That, in turn, will have a negative effect on the landscape.

We do, however, take issue with the designation of site GNLP0362 as “unreasonable”. The reasons you give for rejecting this site  are as follows:
“Although this site is adjacent to the existing settlement limit for Diss with safe pedestrian routes to schools in both Roydon and Diss, it is considered to be an unsuitable site for allocation because residential development in this location would extend Diss further into open countryside with consequential landscape impacts.

This statement begs the question: if it is acceptable to extend the northern boundary of Diss into open countryside  by building houses on sites 0250, 0342, 0119 and 0291 (which you recommend), why is it “unreasonable”  to extend Diss into open countryside on site 0362 which is approximately 200 metres to the west. Building houses on site 0362 would not extend the northern boundary of the town any further than building houses on the four approved sites between Heywood Road and Shelfanger Road (indeed, if one wanted to be pedantic it is possible to show that the 

northern boundary of site 0362 is not quite as far north as the road which you recognise will have to be built to join Heywood Road and Shelfanger Road).

The argument that building houses on site 0362 would have “consequential landscape impacts” - a clumsy euphemism for spoiling the view - applies with equal force to houses built on the fields between Heywood Road and Shelfanger Road. Is one view worth more than the other, given that these sites are virtually next to each other on an east/west axis? 

We also challenge the decision to designate site GNLP2104 as “unreasonable.” The justification for ruling out this site is that, if developed in its entirety, it would be “too large for the scale of development needed in Diss.” Given that the whole point of this expensive and time-consuming exercise is to find land for many thousands of new houses, it seems faintly absurd to reject a potential site on the grounds that it is too big.
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The obvious next question – which you recognise – is to ask whether part of this site could be built on? You reject this possibility on the grounds that “there are concerns about achieving satisfactory vehicular and pedestrian access.” In plain English, that suggests that you are not willing to explore

how the junction of Factory Lane and Brewer's Green Lane could be improved or redesigned to allow road access into site 2104. The fact is that there are already houses along the south edge of site 2104, and if only the southern part of this site were to be developed, then pedestrian and vehicle traffic would not be greatly increased.

Since the main purpose of the GNLP is to identify land on which new houses may reasonably be built over the next 20 year, it seems  - on the face of it – rather odd that so little account is taken of infrastructure generally and roads in particular. If hundred of new houses are to be planted on land  previously planted with wheat or sugar beet, then presumably the planning process must at some point involve the construction of roads and pavements.

You have declared site 2104 as “unreasonable”, citing unspecified concerns about access.  Yet in the case of the four approved sites between Heywood Road and Shelfanger Road you acknowledge that an entirely new road will have to be constructed along the northern boundary of the site to link Heywood Road and Shelfanger Road. We find it hard to believe that comparable road access to site 2104 is not possible.

Finally, we note that site 2104  has not been designated as “unreasonable” on the grounds that children would have to walk too far to school. Indeed, one of the strongest reasons why site 2104 should be re-considered is that it is a very short walk – even for small children - between the southern boundary of the site to Roydon Primary School. Furthermore, vehicle access to the A1066 is only a matter of 300 to 400 metres.

*********

We now turn to the designation of GNLP 0341 as a “reasonable alternative.” You describe this site in the following terms:

“This site is considered to be a reasonable alternative if additional growth is needed in the towns, as it is centrally located with good access to services and facilities. It is not preferred for allocation at the current time as it is identified as an important open space in the South Norfolk Local Plan but as the proposed scheme suggests a small number of residential units and opening up and enhancing the currently inaccessible site for public access it is considered to be worthy of further consideration if further housing is needed in Diss. Any allocation would be subject to provision of acceptable visibility which may require relocation of a utility pole. Overall, highways issues limit the scale of growth in Diss.”

The person who wrote this tortured prose has attempted to reconcile two fundamentally contrary views. First, by acknowledging that this site – known variously as Parish Fields, or the Park or the Lawns – has already been recognised as “an important open space” by South Norfolk Council, and, second,  that a speculative builder (Scott Properties) is trying to get permission to build on the site by holding out the prospect that, if successful, the remaining land would in some unspecified way be “enhanced” and opened to the public. It is a deception of the kind used by an angler – a sprat to catch a mackerel.
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We are astonished that those responsible for drawing up the Greater Norwich Local Plan, a large, costly and complex public document , should have allowed themselves to regurgitate the public relations hype  (ie. the propaganda) of a private commercial company. We regard this is deeply unethical.

The phrase “reasonable alternative” is itself worth deconstructing. Whether something is “reasonable” is discussed and argued over almost daily in our courts of law - and of course the word is used here with half an eye on a possible legal challenge. The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary defines “reasonable” as (among other things) “not irrational, absurd or ridiculous.”

For reasons which we will explain, we believe the decision to designate site 0341 as a “reasonable alternative” is indeed irrational, absurd and ridiculous.

“Reasonable” is used to qualify “alternative” - though this word immediately begs the question: alternative to what? The GNLP currently identifies a number of sites in and around Diss on which new housing could be built. But – to quote the OED again – the word “alternative” means “a statement or offer of two things of which either may be agreed to, but not both.”

This is precisely why we are alarmed. To describe site 0341 as an “alternative” shows that the planning authorities regard it as being of much the same value or status as any other site. They do not seem to have understood that site 0341 is qualitatively different to all other sites in Diss and shouldbe treated by planning authorities as something of rare value - something to be protected at almost any cost.

Diss is an ancient market town, the centre of which was designated  a conservation area in 1974. Minor amendments were made to the boundaries of this conservation area in 1994 and again in 2012.

The “Conservation Area Character Appraisal and Management Plan” published by South Norfolk Council in September 2012 contained the following description: “The current Area includes the historic core [of the town] but also the important spaces at Fair Green, the Mere and Park, Rectory meadows and the Parish Fields” (note the definite article).

The 2012 document also contained the following description: “Mount Street is the most consistently attractive of the historic streets in Diss with its changes of level and meandering route. The mix of large houses and modest cottages and the Park in the middle all contribute to its significance.”
The assessment added: “....the Park [i.e. Parish Fields] with its mature trees and rolling meadows makes a major contribution not only to the street, but to Diss as a whole.”
The 2012 paper also noted that “currently the public can only enjoy the space from the street.”

We think that the word “only”  was unfortunate since the people of Diss – and visitors such as the late Sir John Betjeman – constantly enjoy those “rolling meadows” and mature trees simply by looking at them. It is a mistake to assume that a landscape can only be fully enjoyed by walking across it. Betjeman described Diss as “the perfect market town” more than 60 years ago and he recognised that the town was “better appreciated if you walked about it rather than just drive through.”
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We walk down Mount Street very often, and day after day we enjoy the beauty,  tranquility and  changing colours of Parish Fields. This small patch of land gives pleasure to people simply by its  existence – a jewel-like remnant of nature which contributes to the larger fabric of the town. Build houses on Parish Fields and the whole town is made poorer.

We believe that it is absurd and damaging to designate site 0341 as a “reasonable alternative” on which housing may be built because........

1.  The site has been recognised by Norfolk County Council as Historic Environment Site No. 33463

2.  The site has been recognised as an important open space by South Norfolk Council

3. The site is within the Diss Conservation Area with historic links to No.60 Mount Street and is recognised as the only surviving detached landscape park in Norfolk.

4. Diss Town Council has resolved earlier this year (2020) not to support the development of this site “and the resultant loss of any of this historic important open space”.

5. Policy Document 3 of the GNLP states that “Development proposals will be required to conserve and enhance the natural environment..... key elements of the natural environment include valued landscapes...”  It is therefore irrational to suppose that the natural landscape of Parish Fields (Site 0341) can be conserved and enhanced by building houses on it.

6.  Proposals by Scott Properties to build houses and bungalows on Parish Fields have met with unusually strong local opposition.More than 2,500 people have already put their names to a petition opposing proposals to build on the site.

7. The Diss and District Neighbourhood Plan is presently in preparation. It seems likely that Parish Fields will be designated as a local green space when the plan is published.  Should that happen, the plan will almost certainly be approved in the required referendum.

8....... and finally, because the need for “alternative” status is only necessary because you – the planners – have rejected at least two larger sites for what would seem to be inadequate, if not specious, reasons.

We urge you to remove the “reasonable alternative” designation from site 0341.

Margaret and Jacob Ecclestone

Postscript – a warning from history

When the Catholic Kings, Ferdinand and Isabella, completed the Christian reconquest of Spain in 1492, work began on a new cathedral in Cordoba. The nave of this Gothic cathedral was  deliberately plonked in the middle of the Mezquita, the great Arabic mosque built  500 years earlier. Despite this architectural monstrosity in the centre, the Mezquita is still one of the most beautiful buildings in the world.

When he was taken to see the new cathedral, Charles V of Spain, the Holy Roman Emperor,  is reputed to have remarked to the bishop:  “You have done what you could have done anywhere - and you have undone that which was unique in the world. ”

There is a moral here for those who would allow houses to be built on Parish Fields.

