  Public Meeting Memorial Hall 2 December – Green Belt update
     The possibility of housing estates in the green belt fields, to the East and West of West Parley, has got to be the biggest threat to West Parley’s identity in 25 years. It has gone quiet for some time. The purpose of this meeting is to let you know what is happening - and what we can do about it.

The last big event was the District Council’s options for these housing estates – which were voted unanimously by the District Council last September. In front of a very large empty room. Because the public were not allowed to speak. On the biggest issue of the day. Hugely undemocratic – how Cllrs allowed it to happen, I cannot imagine.
Then you will remember a big consultation lasting until this January. It didn’t go that well – a lot of people didn’t know about it – new forms had to be constructed- the District Council had to extend the time by a month. After all that trouble and expense, would you believe we have never been told the results? It doesn’t exactly inspire confidence, does it?
The next stage is nearly upon us. Last time it was their options – in February it will be their plans. We don’t know yet if they have made any changes. Perhaps they have, but for the time being it would be wise to assume that they haven’t. The last we saw it was 210 houses on Dudsbury Heights, the big green field uphill from the Ridgeway and fronting on Christchurch Road West – and new shops including a 3000 sq metre mini supermarket, plus 100 houses, at the Parley Cross end of the big New Road field.

This time round the District Council has made a bit of a compromise – there will be a Policy and Resources Committee meeting (I think at the  Barrington Centre) on February 1st at which the plans will be revealed and the public can speak, and then a joint meeting with the Christchurch Council in March at which the plans will be voted on and decided, and at which the public cannot speak.
Better than last year, but many of you may think it is still a dodge – you may think that the whole point of local democracy is that Councillors ought to be strong enough to have face to face communication with the taxpayers when they decide difficult issues. 
Then, in the Spring, there will be another big consultation. I think it will be better run than the last one; in any event the Parish Council will help local people with it. However I don’t know whether it will be, like last time, a joint Ferndown/West Parley consultation. This was quite unreasonable and quite unfair to us. I will explain.
In the past, in the 2006/7 consultations, Ferndown and West Parley were  consulted separately. This is only reasonable – we are separate historically and constitutionally from Ferndown – we have our identity and Ferndown has theirs. But last time round the District Council combined us in one consultation. Greatly to our disadvantage.

Because the planned housing doesn’t affect Ferndown very much. It is all at or around West Parley. So Ferndown residents aren’t that conscious of it, and mostly see no reason to make a fuss about it. The Ferndown  population is 5 times ours, so if we all at West Parley oppose the new housing, and if say 60% of Ferndown don’t mind it, then the overall answer in the consultation would work out as - Ferndown/West Parley are 2 to 1 in favour of the housing.
Is this fair to us? Obviously not. Is it deliberate? What do you think? 
It would enable the District Council to say to the Planning Inspector at the enquiry, with a straight face, that the community was consulted and was in favour. So your Parish Council has asked our District Councillors to work on this, and they can tell you how they got on.

Now, let’s see how this will all go after the Feb/March meetings and the Spring consultation. There will be more meetings later in 2012. Then the all embracing paper called the Core Strategy will be published. Then possibly more consultation, then the submission of the Core Strategy to an examination in public by planning inspectors. This will take us to mid 2013 perhaps, then the Core Strategy goes to the Government for approval. That’s up to a year and a half while the whole thing winds its way through the bureaucratic labyrinth.
Planning applications by developers will start after mid 2013, perhaps. There is a new twist here, and a good one; developers will have to consult with the community before their application goes in. All in all it could be end 2014 by the time the applications get approved; and it could be early 2015 when the building would start.
That would be just as the next District Council elections take place. Could be interesting.
Now, what can we do about these green belt building plans? When we became the Parish Council, the Government were promising that planning would start with communities in future. There would be no more top down planning thrust upon us. We would be able to work out what we wanted, pass it in a local referendum, and the District Council would have to respect it.

That was then. The development interests have now got at the Bill. The end result is that we can make a Neighbourhood Plan, but it has to conform to the District Council’s plan. We don’t have the promised power to have a local referendum without the District Council’s say so. We can make a petition – but there is a crafty out. The District Council can refuse it if they deem it is a “special case” So that route is effectively closed.

What we can do is to go on making the arguments against these housing estates in our green belt fields. Essentially these are four:

The first is Democracy.  Fully 80% of residents are against housing on the scale that the District Council proposes (but would accept about 100 houses in sites along the Christchurch road, as West Parley’s fair share) This is fully and factually shown in several surveys, including the very widely completed Parish Plan survey. So to inflict these plans on us is the very worst kind of top down planning, completely regardless of local wishes. 

Second – This is being done by a Conservative Council, for goodness sake. Although the Conservative party and Government Ministers have consistently said that their policy is to have communities more involved and to stop top down planning being forced on them.

kThird – The lack of infrastructure for these planned houses, particularly the roads. Our roads are quite inadequate as it is, never mind another few hundred cars being added to them. Parley Cross is over capacity now. There is no money in the local plans for improvements. Our slogan should be – no road improvements, no houses.
Fourth – Our Identity. The introduction of the green belts is widely seen as the most important piece of post WW II planning. The top reason given for the green belts was to stop urban sprawl – to stop communities from spreading into each other. The planning term used is the maintenance of what is called a Key Gap between towns and villages. All the qualified town planners I have consulted see the two big West Parley fields in question as part of West Parley’s Key Gap with Bournemouth.

There are other good arguments, but the 4 I have quoted seem to me to be the leading ones. Now WHO is going to make them, and how? The Parish Council will make them all on paper in the proper way, of course, but that is not enough.
The answer to this is that we have simply got to make local democracy work. We have a situation where 80% of the residents demonstrably and provably oppose the green belt housing plans, yet the District Council is acting as if we weren’t here. It is broadly the same in Wimborne, Corfe Mullen and Verwood.

We cannot sit quietly by and just let this happen. All those who represent us must do just that – represent us. Actively. They must make their presence felt, and be heard. Not only here, but all over East Dorset.

And YOU all have a role to play – you have a voice, and it can be a strong one.  It is the way the system is meant to work. All Councillors will tell you that they pay attention to their mail bag, especially when it gets full.

And now is the time, before they meet and vote. Write to them. Write to them all. Now. And ask your friends and neighbours to write. As you leave tonight you can pick up a handout at the door that gives you the addresses of 25 out of 36 of the District Councillors. 
Importantly, all those 25 – 70% of the Councillors – have green belt fields under threat in or near their wards. They have to get elected again in 2015 – just when the houses would be building –so they should be open to what the public is saying.
I know that writing is a pain – but much better to fill a couple of winter evenings writing letters than to see housing estates going up in 3 years or so and wonder why we didn’t do more.
Now we are going to come to the most interesting part of the evening – the part where the meeting is yours. In closing I would say that your Parish Council and Residents Association will continue to work hard on your behalf – but we can only succeed in this fight if we all work hard together – Parish Council, District Councillors, and you and your neighbours. Thank you.
