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Scotswood Expo:

 Implications of the Outline Planning Application

Newcastle City Council has submitted an outline planning application for a large area of Scotswood and West Benwell.  Although this is only an outline application, and the information about the site layout is only illustrative, it is an important stage in establishing what is likely to be built.

The official closing date for comments and objections is July 13TH, but the council will actually take comments up to the date of the crucial Development Control Committee meeting (probably 10th August). However it would be best to get any comments in by the end of July so that they can be properly considered.

This briefing paper looks at some issues that have been raised by local residents and workers, and explains the significance of this stage in the process.

The outline planning application

Newcastle City Council has submitted an outline planning application seeking to redevelop a large area (61 hectares) along Armstrong Road, between Hodgkin Park and Denton Road.  The proposed development would include up to 1800 new homes, a local shopping centre, business premises, community buildings, a primary school, new public open spaces and alterations to the roads.

Part of the development would consist of 330 residential units, which would be completed by 2010, and would form an “Expo”.  The Expo is conceived as an international exhibition to showcase styles of urban living.  However, the current outline planning application does not explain what the Expo will be or give any specific details of the plans.

The difference between an outline and a detailed planning application is explained in the attached document prepared by Planning Aid North.  In essence, this is an outline application to gain permission for the principle of the development.  All of the details of the layout, design, scale and appearance of buildings, roads and landscaping will have to be the subject of detailed applications at a later stage.  No work can start on site until these details have been considered and approved.

The current outline planning application will be recommended for approval or refusal by the Development Control Committee of the City Council.  The committee will consider all comments made by the public and other interested parties (such as utility suppliers) in reaching its decision.  It is likely that a report will go to the committee on Friday 10th August.  The application will then have to be referred to the Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government (in practice this will be Government Office North East) for approval.  This has to happen because the current official planning document for Newcastle is the old Unitary Development Plan, which was adopted in 1998 and does not reflect the preferred options in the Scotswood Area Action Plan, which has not yet been adopted as official policy.  Some of the proposals in the current planning application conflict with the land allocations in the old Unitary Development Plan.  In particular, the open space around Sedgemoor Avenue, Hillside Crescent. and Cranbrook Road would be redeveloped with housing.

Local residents and organisations have had little time to consider and respond to the outline planning application.  The official consultation period was 21 days ending on July 13th.  However there is still time to comment.  Legally, the council has to take account of any comments or objections received up till the actual meeting (probably 10th August).  Try not to leave it till the last minute.  If you want to comment, it would be a good idea to do this by the end of July.

Questions and answers

KIP held a meeting on 6th July where the independent planning advice organisation, Planning Aid, explained the significance of an outline planning application and the scope of the current application, and local residents and workers were able to ask questions and discuss the implications of the application.  This paper looks at some of the issues that arise from the application, which those interested in the future of the area may wish to comment on.

Is there a need for 1800 homes?  The vision of the City Council is that renewal on a grand scale will, alongside the new academy, be a driving force for change in Scotswood, and will improve the quality of life and perception of the area, bringing new shops, jobs and parks.  It is hoped that this could boost the whole economy and housing market in the west end.  

The scale of development is very ambitious, and needs to be weighed against the amount of land already available for housing on Tyneside (regional policy only allows the council to grant permission for a certain number of homes).  A less positive view might be that other parts of the west end could suffer decline as a result of people, schools, shops and businesses relocating into the modern suburb.  

Is the proportion of affordable housing adequate?  It is proposed that 75% of the housing would be for private sale, with 25% “affordable”.   It is intended that the “affordable” housing would be integrated with more expensive properties so that the forms of ownership are indistinguishable.  

Of that 25%, “a proportion” (unspecified in the application) would be “social housing”.

Although this is not stated in the planning application, according to the Regeneration Team, the proportion of “social housing” in the development as a whole will be 10%.  This would mean that about 180 homes out of the total 1,800 would be “social housing”.  “Social housing “ by this definition means housing for rent from housing associations and also housing that is available on the basis of “shared equity” (part ownership, part rental).

Critics claim that the proportion of affordable housing is too small, and does not reflect the needs of the population in the west end or Newcastle as a whole.  The definition of “affordable” is also questionable.  It is suggested that many of those on low incomes could not afford to live in the redevelopment.  Most of the housing is larger 3-, 4- and 5-bed units, so it is not clear how any developer could make these “affordable” at a market cost.

A further suspicion is that homes with better views and amenities, such as those overlooking the river and parks, would not be affordable.  In effect, people who had been loyal to the area could be pushed out, and forced into the private rented sector.

What happens if demand is poor?  Some of the public amenities within the development will only be built or occupied if and when there are sufficient people living in the area for them to be viable.  The proposal is that a neighbourhood centre with shops and community facilities will be built in the first phase of development, but a new primary school would not be built until after 2021 and only if it were needed.  The development is supposed to take 15 years but, if demand for the housing is slow, some of the later phases may not be built for many years. There will inevitably be disruption for those living near the development sites.

What form will the community facilities take? The planning application and its supporting documents make only scant reference to community facilities.  This part of the application is very vague.  However, it does appear that there is an intention to create some unspecified facilities at an early stage of the development.

The existing “pink palace” is already located within the proposed neighbourhood centre and is community managed.  Its future is uncertain, but  some residents have questioned whether it makes sense to demolish it and risk losing the current services, only to replace it at a later date.

Does the style of housing reflect how people want to live?  The illustrative proposals show some of the housing, especially in the area near the neighbourhood centre, as high density in courtyard or mews layouts without private gardens, but with access to communal open space.  There are concerns that families, whom the housing is aimed at, would not appreciate this form of living.  

Have the planners learned from past design mistakes? The illustrative proposals show that many of the homes are intended to be built in terraces along the contours, to take advantage of river views. However, the applicants admit that “the site is relatively difficult to develop due to its steep slopes and is adjacent to a major road nearby” (which creates noise and pollution).  

Some of the housing estates of the 1960s and 1970s in the west end had problems as a result of building along the contours.  The high cost of retaining structures and drainage would inflate the price of properties. 

Will there be opportunities for local employment?  If the outline planning application is approved, it could be followed up by conditions requiring developers to provide training and opportunities for recruitment to local residents in both the construction work and in future businesses in the area.

Will there be housing for Older People?  Most older people want to stay in their own homes or remain in their familiar community.  There are some creative approaches to the design of housing for older people developed by the Elders Council which could be incorporated into the scheme. 

What else?

Although this is an outline planning application, where the information about the site layout is only illustrative, it is an important stage in establishing what is likely to be built.  

There are many issues that need to be considered at this stage.  In addition to those listed above, comments may be made on:

· The amount and location of open space

· The design and appearance of the overall development

· The transport arrangements and road layouts

· The impact on the landscape, trees and wildlife

The main issues that have arisen for local people so far are:

· Whether the scale of development is justified

· The possible impact on surrounding neighbourhoods where there may be no major investment

· The small proportion of affordable and social housing and the impact that this will have on existing residents

· The loss of the Scotswood Support Centre and doubts about whether services to the local community could be sustained and what could replace the building

· The phasing of the development, which may mean that local amenities are delayed

· Meeting the needs of modern families in the design of housing 

What can you do?

If you would like more information, a copy of the planning application is available at 

· Benwell Library 

· The Regeneration Centre at the former Scotswood Library

· or at the Civic Centre Customer Service Centre, or on the council’s website www.newcastle.gov.uk.

If you wish to comment on the application you should write to Head of Planning and Transportation, Regeneration Directorate, Civic Centre, Newcastle upon Tyne, NE1 8PD.  Comments can also be made on the website,

The planning officers who are dealing with the application are Jon Rippon, Tel. 2115628 and Karen Davinson, Tel. 2778976.  
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