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Faringdon fights dormitory-town future

	[image: image1.jpg]




	Faringdon’s opportunity to nurture its industrial base by relocating it to Wicklesham Quarry has been held back by Vale proposals for the town, according to local opinion.


Residents and organisations1 in Faringdon, Oxfordshire, have reacted strongly to Vale of White Horse planners’ proposals for the town’s growth over the next 20 years. The district council’s Preferred Options for the Local Development Framework (LDF)2, currently going through public consultation, do not give the town enough land for local jobs as the population swells by up to 35%.

A strong turn-out of Faringdon residents greeted the ‘Your Vale Your Future’ public exhibition for the proposals on Friday (January 30). Most agreed with plans to add another 420 homes to existing housing developments, which will see the population build to over 8,000 residents by 2026. But many raised concerns that not enough land had been allocated to provide new jobs, potentially forcing more residents to commute to work3. In particular there was objection to the Vale’s decision not to allow a new industrial business park at Wicklesham Quarry on the south side of the town – a site proposed by Faringdon Town Council4.

“We need an industrial and distribution-based economy in Faringdon, which is currently our biggest employer,” noted one local voice via a yellow sticky note attached to the display boards at the exhibition. “We want more work opportunities in Faringdon. What’s proposed is very limited,” another pointed out.

And there was objection to Vale plans to concentrate employment opportunities on the eastern edge of the district at Milton Park. “Faringdon is the only major settlement in the west of the Vale. Wicklesham Quarry should be designated as otherwise we will lose jobs to Milton Park, which will mean more commuting and dormitory-town status.” There was also support to connect the land with Faringdon via “a pedestrian and cycle bridge across the A420, allowing expansion towards Wicklesham – ripe for industrial use.”

Support for the proposals to develop Wicklesham Quarry, from which gravel extraction will cease in 2010, comes as no surprise to site owner Tom Allen-Stevens. “It’s a no-brainer – Wicklesham Quarry offers plenty of land to secure jobs in the town and allow room for future growth. It’s hidden from view, protecting Faringdon’s historic townscape and has its own access off the A420, taking heavy lorries away from Park Road, now the town’s main entrance. And it would allow the redevelopment of Park Road5 without the loss of any businesses that needed to relocate. What’s more, linked via a pedestrian and cycle bridge, it would allow many people in Faringdon to enjoy the SSSI (Site of Special Scientific Interest)6 at Wicklesham and the beautiful Oxfordshire countryside beyond without having to risk life and limb crossing the A420 on foot.”

The Vale’s Preferred Options report argues that developing Wicklesham Quarry would provide land for business development “well in excess of what is needed to 2027”. “It could lead to businesses in the town relocating to the quarry site, and even if linked by a pedestrian/cycle bridge over the A420, it would not be as accessible to Faringdon residents as sites in the town.”

But the town currently has no land allocated for industrial expansion, point out quarry-land supporters, forcing businesses to relocate to Swindon, 15 miles to the west of Faringdon. And while the town’s potential is being held back, Swindon has bold plans for a 12,000-home, 900-hectare expansion towards Faringdon – the biggest single new settlement in the South West Regional Strategy7.

“Being in the South East, the Vale’s proposals take no account of Swindon’s massive Eastern Development Area,” notes Mr Allen-Stevens. “There are ancillary trades in Faringdon that currently thrive on Swindon’s mighty industrial growth. That must be allowed to continue. Yet industry, let alone Faringdon’s particular needs, are not even recognised in the Vale’s Employment Land Review. If only the border between South East and South West had been drawn just 10 miles to the east, Faringdon would be looking at a far brighter, more prosperous future than the one currently on offer.”

The ‘Your Vale Your Future’ consultation events end on February 16, and the deadline for submitting comments is Friday February 27. The consultation will help shape the Vale of White Horse’s draft Core Strategy, due to be published in January 2010.

-ends-

Notes to editors:

1. Organisations that support Wicklesham Quarry for a new industrial business park include Faringdon Town Council, Faringdon Chamber of Commerce, Focus on Faringdon, Faringdon Action Plan and Faringdon Association of Residents.

2. The Vale of the White Horse District Council published its Preferred Options as part of the draft Core Strategy for the district, due to be due to be published in January 2010. The current first round of public consultation ends on 27 February 2009. The Preferred Options report draws on various sources, including the South East Regional Strategy and the Vale’s own Employment Land Review, as the basis for housing and employment land allocations up to 2026. For more information, go to http://www.whitehorsedc.gov.uk/Planning/LDF_preferred_options_consultation/
3. The 4&20 Business Park at Faringdon will provide four hectares of B1/B2 office and light industrial land. This was adopted on the current Local Plan to reverse Faringdon current daily commuting loss of 1,207 (2001 census). Current and planned residential developments will increase the population by about 2,000. Two areas currently designated for employment land will be re-allocated to residential, along with the four-hectare B2/B8 Rogers Concrete site – none of these sites are attractive to developers as employment sites. This loss of employment land will be balanced by another four hectares of B1/B2 allocated south of Park Road. This leaves no new allocation of land for the 420 homes proposed in the Preferred Options report.

4. Following consultation with local organisations, Faringdon Town Council approved a Development Strategy for Faringdon 2008-2026 which was submitted to the Vale of White Horse District Council to help with its spatial planning in November 2008. For more information go to http://www.faringdontowncouncil.gov.uk/index.php?section=3#mod_148.

5. Tesco is believed to have purchased land on Park Road industrial estate, currently home to Faringdon’s industry and its biggest employers, with the intention of developing the site for a large retail outlet. If plans to re-develop Park Road go ahead, some businesses may be suitable for relocation to the 4&20 Business Park. But Faringdon Town Council has concerns that this prominent site will not be suitable for businesses seeking heavy industry and distribution premises.

6. Grundon has leased Wicklesham Quarry since 1982, extracting sand and Faringdon sponge gravels. The quarry walls provide good exposure to a rich and unusual assemblage of marine fossils laid down some 110 million years ago. Noted as one of Britain’s richest palaeontological localities, it is now a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), which restricts activity and disturbance of the quarry walls. It is the intention of the site owner to allow full public access to the quarry walls once gravel extraction has ceased and health and safety concerns are no longer an issue. For more information, go to http://www.sssi.naturalengland.org.uk/special/sssi/sssi_details.cfm?sssi_id=1001218
7. Swindon Borough Council commissioned an Employment Land Review that was carried out by Nathaniel Lichfield and Partners and completed in June 2007. The Council published its Preferred Options for the Core Strategy in March 2008, and these are due to be submitted to the Secretary of State in January 2009. An analysis of these documents, entitled Swindon Prospects and their relevance to Faringdon’s local economy is available on request. More information is available at http://www.swindon.gov.uk/corestrategy.

8. High-resolution pictures of Wicklesham Quarry and of Tom Allen-Stevens are available on request.
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