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Paul Truswell MP has been calling vigorously  for a local Action Plan.  He is currently campaigning nationally with Friends of the Earth in support of the community's voice in the planning process.

In recent years we have seen major housing and office development agreed or proposed in the area of Guiseley, Yeadon,  and Horsforth.  The amount in Guiseley has been particularly heavy.

The list of, past present and future developments grows all the time, and includes High Royds, Silver Cross, Greenwoods, Back Lane, Brook Crompton and Springhead Mills in Guiseley; Banksfield Mill, Gill Lane and Naylor Jennings in Yeadon; and Riverside (next to Clariant) and Low Lane in Horsforth.  There are many more.

My main criticism of the planning process is that there has been no attempt to draw up an overall framework, against which to test the impact and sustainability of this constant stream of major planning applications. Individually and collectively, they are having a major impact on immediate and surrounding communities. 

This lack of an overall plan persists despite the fact that some major developments, such as High Royds, were known years in advance.  Others have been the result of trends that were easily predicted, such as the opportunistic exploitation of former industrial or commercial sites for housing and offices.  

In the absence of this overall plan, applications are dealt with in an inadequate and piecemeal way.   At the moment each application is viewed in isolation, which puts the community at a disadvantage.  That’s why we need a local plan with teeth – and one that gives local communities a reasonable playing field on which to engage with developers and the Council.

Aireborough and Horsforth used to have Local Plans.  They were swept away during the early 1990s when the then Government introduced the Unitary Development Plan covering the whole of Leeds.  It seems to have little relevance to what has subsequently happened. 

But under the Government’s Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act, the Council can draw up Action Plans.  Three are being compiled in other arts of the city.  The Council says it has insufficient resources to consider our area at the moment.  The trouble is that as time slips by one substantial application after another is dealt with in isolation.

An Action Plan would be based on public consultation and provide a framework of what the area and its communities could reasonably sustain.  .   The impact of major planning applications could be tested against it.  

An Action Plan would look at the wide range of planning issues vital to our communities, such as housing need, transport, roads and road safety, schools, health services, recreation, open space, employment, shopping,  the character of neighbourhoods and communities, and design issues … to name but a few 

For example, it could look at the area’s actual housing needs, rather than what developers feel will make the biggest profit.  This should include affordable housing for local people seeking a start on the property ladder, and housing for older people and people with disabilities.  It should examine whether and how public transport could be revitalised to provide more people with a reliable alternative to the car.

I would also like to see a clear structure and priorities for the use of the cash (so-called Section 106 money)  that developers are required to contribute towards local improvements.  At the moment this is also handled in piecemeal way with no clear overview of how it is best used to meet community needs.

There are many conflicts to resolve.  The Council is spending milliions promoting the city, which brings in jobs and more and more people wanting to live and travel in an around Leeds.  It can't do this then bemoan the pressure for finding places for people to live.  But there is a limit to what areas like Aireborough and Horsforth should have to bear.  That’s why we need a local Action Plan.

Action Plans are underpinned by legislation, so they carry significant weight in planning terms.  They are drawn up by Council officers, but with full public consultation.  Village Design Statements have been put forward as an alternative.  They have a place, and are a way of involving local people and feeding their valuable ideas into the planning process.  But they cannot cover the broader issues and challenges facing the wider area, and carry limited weight in planning terms.

Planning is a complex area, and I am not suggesting an Action Plan would be a complete panacea for our problems. Debates about planning guidance like PPG3 and the use and definition of brownfield sites are also important.  But too often they are used to excuse the failure to take the initiative locally – like having a local Action Plan.

Action Plans can’t undo the development that has already taken place.  But such development still needs to be taken into account.  We still urgently need a local plan that properly considers our communities and the impact of past and future proposals on them.
