Pluckley Parish Council, NP Review Group

To Mr Derek Stebbings, Independent Examiner, IPE Ltd, 3, Princes St., Bath. BA1 1HL
Re:  Report on PluckleyNeighbourhood Plan Review (modifications Proposal) 2016-2031 
1 March 2024

Dear Mr Stebbings, 
I am writing on behalf of the Pluckley Parish Council firstly to thank you most warmly for your report of 12th February. The Review Group has taken time to digest your comments and modifications.  We have just one point on which we would welcome further advice.
Having visited our parish you will appreciate that a key aspect of the Neighbourhood Plan is to defend certain aspects of our unique landscape. The elevation of the Green Sand ridge affords extraordinary views over the low Weald, and from the Weald the Green Sand skyline on which the core of the village sits is unspoilt.  Our neighbouring village of Egerton is similar in this regard but elsewhere this range of hills that runs from the Medway to the coast is heavily developed and natural views have been lost.  Moreover, in many locations in the Ashford Borough, piece meal ribbon development has been permitted along roads cutting the countryside off from the public. 
The residents are therefore firm in their desire to keep the open landscape between the three settlement areas of the village and would be horrified if their Neighbourhood Plan facilitated development that encroached into those valued and sensitive gaps. 
Pluckley’s housing stock has grown steadily, and generally rather well over the last decade, mostly because of windfall development.  We note your modifications under Policy H1-Windfall Housing Development. In your last paragraph (Appendix p29) you say:
“windfall sites will not be supported unless they satisfy the above listed criteria, and do not lead to the physical or visual coalescence of the settlements and their separate identities”
We read that as being capable of varying interpretation and potentially conflicting with the relevant clause in Ashford’s Local Plan (LP) Policy SP7 - Separation of Settlements, which states: 
“Proposals for built development on non-allocated sites outside the built confines of settlements shall be permitted only where its impact, individually or cumulatively would not result in the coalescence or merging of two (or more) separate settlements, or the significant erosion of a gap between settlements resulting in the loss of individual identity or character. (Our underline.)
The two statements are not homologous. Your statement addresses the final stages of what might be a stepwise process that ends in coalescence. Ashford’s LP operates at an earlier stage when a proposal would cause erosion of a gap, not wait until a development would end in coalescence!
We wonder what comfort you can offer us. It is a sensitive matter, and our democratic duty is to seek the greatest clarity for our residents. From our point of view, we would like your final paragraph in that section to simply refer to SP7.  Even if this seems repetitive, it usefully emphasises the opinion of Pluckley residents.   You might take the view that you have already included all that in paragraph (i) above, as in that will be found the LP wording for SP7.  In which case we think that it would be better to lose the text:  “…and do not lead to the physical or visual coalescence of the settlements and their separate identities” in your last paragraph.
You may of course have other ideas that would resolve the homology gap between the NP Review and the LP. In any event we should be very pleased to receive your guidance.
Thank you for giving this your attention,
Yours sincerely

Dr C. Mark Taylor, Chairman, Pluckley Parish Council
Cc Pluckley Parish Council Clerk
 Cc Timothy Bailey, Ashford Borough Council.


  
