Lewes Community Land Trust

Alternative Proposals for the Development of North Street and Lewes Town Centre
The piece of land to the north of the Phoenix Causeway as far as the river has a long history as one of the industrial and employment centres of the county town of Lewes.
In recent times, and most especially since the flood of 2000, the area has become run down, with buildings standing empty, some damaged by fire.  It has also become blighted by lack of direction for its future, with multiple owners having very different ideas (and none) for the best use of the site. But, buildings on the Council-owned land on the Pells side of North Street are broadly sound and on long leases to businesses that provide much valued services to people living or working in the Town.
Lewes Community Land Trust (LCLT) has completed an initial scoping exercise, in consultation with many local groups and individuals, which is presented in summary in this planning brief.  

This plan allows for organic redevelopment and replacement where Angel Property’s “Phoenix Quarter” proposal is for radical and intensive development of housing on the flood plain with all the attendant economic, infrastructural and flood risks.
Policy Context

Town planning in England is going through the greatest policy upheaval since the creation of the post-war new towns.

The Prime Minister has made it clear that the strongest policy imperative is the creation of three million new homes by 2020 to meet the needs of the country’s growing population.  He has also made it clear that these homes must be affordable to all parts of the community, especially the lowest paid who are currently unable in many cases to find decent homes where they want to live, work and bring up their families.

Calcutt Review
John Calcutt, the recent past chief executive of English Partnerships and a driving force behind the growth of the house-builder Crest Nicholson, published his report for the Department of Communities and Local Government on regeneration in England at the end of 2007.  This review included an analysis of how the intentions of the Housing and Regeneration Bill currently before Parliament will be implemented.  

He made three principal recommendations about how regeneration programmes should be managed in future.

Infrastructure investment

Calcutt insists that public authorities must invest in infrastructure as part of regeneration programmes.  Ensuring that a locality has sufficient housing, healthcare, education, employment and social/leisure facilities is a pre-requisite of a stable, rewarding community.  Local authorities, health bodies and local community groups must take responsibility for ensuring that these conditions are met in any proposed development.
High quality regeneration promoting increased values for reinvestment

Much of the planned and some of the built regeneration programmes in the last ten years are of an unacceptably low quality.  So-called affordable housing in particular is often sub-standard, with insufficient attention given to the materials, sizes and arrangement of homes in soulless, miserable housing estates dominated by cars.

English Partnerships has recently re-published its excellent guide to urban regeneration, giving a comprehensive set of guidance on standards for all aspects of development.  Fundamentally this guidance sets out how to develop places for people to live and work and has been used as the basis for the LCLT proposals.

Calcutt demonstrates that with high quality investment, and long-term management (see below) values will be increased generating additional funds for continued investment.
Long-term management

Without arrangements for long-term management for new regeneration programmes, the best plans will not be implemented and high ideals will be lost as a result of fragmentation with design standards eroded as short term profit overtakes quality as a motivation.

If long-term management arrangements accompany sophisticated procurement strategies then values will increase over time, generating not just developer profit but also additional investment funds for further schemes.

Flooding
The current policy context for flood risk and flood management is contentious and confused.  The recent Pitt Review of the floods last summer suggests greater caution needs to be exercised. LCLT has taken the view that it is difficult to justify the building of homes on estuarial flood plains in the context of climate change and widely varying forecasts of sea level rise. Flood defences have limited benefits and should be applied to existing settlements rather than to new build which the Association of British Insurers have indicated may not be insurable at normal rates. Therefore any building on flood plains must have flood-resilience built in, and we have taken early advice from Dutch civil engineers in what this might mean for this part of Lewes.

Lewes

Lewes Community Land Trust is committed to the development of the town over the long term, building on the history and character of this wonderful place.  The town has evolved over the centuries, with a range of small and large-scale developments.  We believe that, given the physical constraints on redevelopment and the vulnerability of the town’s unique character to major social and economic changes, then a gradualist approach to development should be adopted.  This will allow development to be planned within an overall vision for the town (which we have begun to develop) and with the opportunity to review the impact of developments as they proceed.

Process to date

A well-attended and enthusiastic public meeting held at Lewes Town Hall in March 2007 gave a mandate to the Phoenix Action Group to start work on developing a vision for the North Street area, to set against the emerging plan for the “Phoenix Quarter” being proposed by Angel Properties.

This has resulted in the establishment of a not for profit company called Lewes Community Land Trust (LCLT), whose objects include: 
Promote appropriate development that is sensitive to community need and which enhances the historic townscape and yet is sensitive to wider environmental concerns.

LCLT has taken the vision for North Street documents developed by a range of organisations at the invitation of Lewes District Council and turned them into a proposal for the development of the North Street Area, in the context of a long-term vision for the town as a whole. LCLT plan to consult more widely on these and to develop a planning proposal.
The Proposal – Phoenix Industries

The most consistent theme to emerge from Lewes District Council’s Vision for North Street process in the first quarter of 2007 was a desire to see a development plan that included consideration of the adjacent areas available for development. 

This proposal also includes the Health Service building on the corner of Lancaster Street, the North Street car park, the Telephone Exchange and the old Police Station building in West Street, the Wenban-Smith site and adjacent car park. It can be summarised as a predominantly modern industrial area, based on the traditional and emerging industrial base of Lewes and East Sussex, with housing, hotel, leisure and car-parking provision in the appropriate locations.

LCLT has taken the policy context and our analysis of it described above as the starting point for our proposals.   

The attached plan shows an outline of our proposals:

· Housing.  Approximately 140 housing units, half of which will be affordable with 70% of these to be for rent and the rest for intermediate ownership.  The homes will be built on land that does not flood at the south-eastern part of the site, linking to the existing residential areas of Wellington Street, Lancaster Street and Spring Gardens.

· Employment.  Large areas of light industrial/commercial space, building on the existing successful businesses and community enterprises that are the current users of the site.  Over time we would promote the redevelopment of these buildings, with vacant spaces being taken by new businesses which will provide employment and facilities for town’s people.  Retail services will be limited to those required by the development rather than seeking to develop an alternative retail hub for the town, with the exception of the Wenban-Smith site which is appropriate for an extension to the existing High Street.  In particular, we would promote the development of innovation in business, with a possible focus on media and scientific industries, building on the existing strengths in Lewes and the local universities.
· Transport.  Car-parking is an important facility which is currently in short supply in the town.  Our proposal increases the number of spaces available five-fold, with a road-link to Phoenix Causeway making these available for town-centre users and well as for the business and house-holders.  In the first instance, we will make use of currently available space, with an aspiration to reduce the number of spaces over time, as demand for car-use possible diminishes with increasing fuel prices and improved public transport. 
· Emergency services.  The fire and ambulance stations will be provided on the Lancaster street site, above the flood plain.  The new police station is planned to be provided in a flood resilient building on the site opposite to Corporation Villas.

· Environment.   The strip of land immediately adjacent to the river provides a fine opportunity for the development of a green corridor, linking the Pells to the High Street.  As well as providing pedestrian access, with associated cafes and bars along the whole river front from the High Street to Willey’s Bridge, areas for water storage and flood management will be constructed to aid the flood-resilience of the site.

We are looking at the possible requirement for a new pedestrian bridge to connect the site to Malling Brooks.

For adjacent sites, we are making the following suggestions:
· The old Police Station is a prime site for either housing or possible a hotel development, subject to a study of need for such a facility.
· Given the miniaturisation and automation of telephone technology, there can’t now be any need for a 4 storey Telephone Exchange. BT should be pressed to release this site for housing.

· The Wenban-Smith site and the adjacent car park offers possibilities as a hotel site, potentially with retail and/or multi-storey car parking attached.
· The existing bus station will be transformed into a permanent site for a farmers’/produce market, with the bus station  perhaps being relocated to a site adjacent to the railway station.
Next Steps
These plans have been developed from the ideas of a large number of groups and individuals in Lewes.
However, LCLT is clear that these plans now need to be subject to wide consultation so that they gain the ownership and support of a substantial number of town residents, as well as of their elected representatives.  We are therefore planning that during 2008 we will put these plans to very open consultation, to seek support as well as to refine and further develop the detail.

Our aim is to have a plan that can be submitted as an outline planning application by mid-2008.

At the same time, we will be developing our plans for the procurement of the development.  The key to this will be the creation of a partnership between the existing land-owners, with LCLT taking ownership of land and buildings where appropriate to carry the plans forward.  
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