Brent Green Party: Council Submission 181208

OBJECTION TO ACADEMY PLANNING APPLICATION 08/2842
Submission by Martin Francis, Children, Schools & Families Spokesperson on behalf of Brent Green Party, PO Box 54785, London NW9 1FL

Argument for rejection of the application on the grounds of inadequate procedures and documentation

1. No Transport Assessment is available on-line. Although residents who wish to comment on the ARK Planning Application are directed to the website the Transport Assessment is not available on the list of documents available to view.  There is no mention of the document on the website so no direction on how to peruse a copy. We were able to find that an Assessment had been made by ringing the Planning Department and but only able to view it by attending Brent House in person. No copies were available to take away. As concerns about traffic congestion are widespread in the community and were cited by Barn Hill Residents Association amongst others as a reason for opposing the development, the absence of a readily available Transport Assessment is of great concern.

2. There is no Environmental Impact Assessment or Environmental Statement on this major project. Although there may be room for argument about whether such a Statement is required for this development there is no mention on the website that the Planning Department has advised the LA after screening that one was not required. The website did not give a link to the Department’s Screening Opinions which should be put on the planning register. We obtained this document by requesting it be e-mailed to us.

3. The Screening Opinions document was dated June 2008 and written before the Traffic Assessment (dated October 2008) had been carried out.  We were told by Hayden Taylor, the Planning Officer concerned that the Opinion had been based on the study done for the planning application for the temporary buildings. As this was for a temporary building housing 60 pupils, it is not relevant to a 1,600-pupil school. Similarly, the Flood Risk Assessment had a revision date of July 2008, after the Screening Opinion had been written. 

4. Throughout the Screening Opinion, there are statements that we would challenge. In 1.0 Traffic related impacts – Movement and Safety and Noise the Council accepts that the development may increase traffic noise and air pollution but argues the ‘impact is not significant when taking into account existing background noise and air pollution.’ This opinion is of course without benefit of the Transport Assessment. In 4.0, there is a claim that the proposals are not ‘predicted to have a significant effect on the ecology of the area…any loss of habitat will be mitigated by enhancements to wildlife habitats’. This is based on the Habitat Survey and Protected Species Assessment (January 2008) carried out in the middle of winter when identification is most difficult. No caveats are added concerning the note in the Assessment on bat habitats.5.0 again without benefit of the Transport Assessment claims that despite falling within Brent’s Air Quality Management Area that the project ‘is not predicted to have a significant effect upon air quality or traffic generation (our emphasis) in the area.

The Screening Checklist contains Council responses that are sometimes irrelevant to the question asked and often generalised statements without evidence. For example, Item 1 asks if the project will involve physical changes such as land use. The Council says it will change land use and lists current or recent users, but goes on to say it will have no significant effect, as ‘it is a compatible use for the location’.  On Item 11 Ecological Protection, the Council minimises the impact on the Site of Importance for Nature Conservation of the development. On Item 12 asking about whether there are watercourses or other water bodies in the area that could be affected by the project, the Council answers no, ignoring the proximity of the WealdstoneBrook. On Item 17 about traffic routes susceptible to congestion that could be affected by the project, the box asking if there is likely to result in a significant effect (Yes/No/Why?) is not completed. As this is a major concern of residents, its omission is negligent.  The Council response repeatedly falls back on claiming that there will be no ‘complex or unusual effects’ rather than listing other impacts.

5. We therefore submit that:

i. The Council has not made a convincing case for its decision that the proposed Academy does not require an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) under the Town and Country Planning Regulations 1999.

ii. The non-availability of vital documents (Traffic Assessment and Screening Opinion) prevented residents from making a fully informed response to the planning application

iii. Therefore, the application should be rejected.

OTHER ISSUES

School Places Demand and the Siting of the Academy

1. As the new Academy will provide places for children from the south of the borough where there is a shortage of secondary school places and high schools, the siting of the building in the North of the borough is inappropriate.

2. There is increasing emphasis on schools as a community resource and suggestions that they should include links with health, social services, libraries and adult education. The ARK Academy, with a mainly South Brent intake, will not be at the geographical centre of its community

3. The incorporation of a Primary School into the ARK Academy may be unnecessary in view of unused places in ARK’s current reception classes and vacancies in neighbouring schools that could be taken up by those children.

4. In addition, Quintain have plans for a new primary school on their redevelopment site near the stadium that could provide places for children from housing in that development.

5. Recent migrants, particularly from Eastern Europe may reduce short-term demand by returning to their homelands in the teeth of a severe recession. There is already anecdotal evidence of this movement and the Department for Children and Families should carry out further research.

Public Transport Overload and Traffic Congestion

1. The siting of the ARK Academy in Wembley will generate additional traffic along South- North bus routes that are already crowded at school journey times both along the Harrow Road (Copland, Elsley Primary, St Joseph’s Primary) and Blackbird Hill/Forty Lane (Preston Manor High, Wembley High, Wembley Primary) routes. Children travelling by car will increase the traffic congestion further. 

2. There is no direct bus route between the Harlesden/Stonebridge area and Wembley Park. Students from this area will have to change buses at Wembley triangle or Wembley High road.  Bus route 18 is already over-crowded and one of the routes in London most susceptible to public disorder incidents.

3. The Transport Assessment carried out by IPC (October 2008) is flawed in two major aspects.

i.  It is based on an extrapolation of TRAVL data from Wembley Primary School and Preston Manor High School giving data for the latter of 56% of pupils walking to school. However both of these schools have catchment areas immediately adjacent to the schools with the border a 1.5km distance from the school, whereas Wembley Academy will be serving pupils from the South of the borough, on the South side of the North Circular Road, and  beyond walking distance. The data is therefore not appropriate for making a judgement on traffic generation by Academy pupils

ii. The Transport Assessment did not survey the capacity of current bus routes, which is a critical issue in terms of a school which serves a distant population and the only reference to buses is vague: “..we understand that TfL will consider putting on additional bus services to suit the school demand once pupil population and location details are made available to them.’

iii. There is less likelihood of students travelling to the Academy by bicycle because of the greater distance, the unsuitability of Neasden Lane/Dollis Hill, which lacks a cycle lane and the dangerous underpass and roundabout on the route.

4. The LA’s Climate Change Strategy should mean it makes an effort to reduce the number of car journeys and thus reduce harmful emissions. The siting of the school in the North runs counter to this and will actually increase the number of car journeys and the amount of congestion.
5. The lack of car dropping off points on Forty Lane and Bridge Road will increase congestions as cars in the stream of traffic stop to drop passengers. This will be a health and safety hazard.
Environmental Impact

1. Increased emissions, pollution and congestion through increased traffic as stated above.

2. The Flood Risk Assessment has been carried out at Level 1, this is mainly a ‘Desk Top’, and ‘Walk Around the Site’ exercise. The report states that there are no nearby watercourses and no clues from street names of old watercourses. In fact, Wealdstone Brook flows on the other side of the Metropolitan/Jubilee line (along Brook Avenue and beneath Bridge Street) and The Kenbrook Nursing Home is on the site. The Wealdstone Brook flows beneath Forty Lane north of the school site and beneath Elmstead Avenue and The Avenue, which both adjoin Forty Lane. The Brook was deepened in the 1980s to guard against flooding.  The Environment Agency submission on the Wembley Master Plan indicates that there are concerns about flood potential in the neighbouring area.  The FRA 1 report notes the gentle sloping nature of the site but omits that the site is at the foot of the more sharply sloping Barn Hill and subject to run-offs from the increasingly paved over gardens of that estate. There have been occasions in heavy downpours when the storm drains on Forty Lane have been unable to cope and the road has flooded. All this suggests that there should have been a Level 2 FRA because of the increased risk of flooding where the run-off will be increased by the building itself and the associated hard-surface play and car parking areas.

3. The proposed site as indicated by the Habitat Survey and Protected Species Assessment includes a SLINC (Site of Local Importance for Nature Conservation) in the wooded and shrubby area at the junction of Bridge Road and Forty Lane are and has several valuable mature trees dating from Repton’s Wembley Park project and is a habitat important for breeding birds. However, some of this area is earmarked to provide car and bicycle parking space. Additionally the semi-derelict buildings could be the home of the protected bat as noted in the survey and should be subject to a detailed survey.  As it stands, the proposed building works threaten these habitats. As noted above the survey was carried out in the winter when many plants are dormant and many insects, birds and animals absent.

4. There are continued concerns about the noisy nature of the site close to the Metropolitan and Jubilee lines and two busy main roads. Although modifications will be made to the building to reduce impact.  the outdoor play and sports areas will get the full impact of the noise from trains, station announcements and traffic movement. This is not conducive to a calm learning environment.

Pupil Concerns

1. In the initial consultation about the various possible sites for the school, pupils from primary and secondary schools expressed concern about the all through (4-19) nature of the school and the potential for bullying and the potential for territorial disputes with nearby Preston Manor High School. These concerns are still apparent in the notes from meetings with the Youth Parliament.

2. It is essential that the LA take these concerns seriously. Added to the proximity issue and the possible conflict over using fast food shops, boarding buses etc is the potential ‘postcode’ conflict between students from the North and South of the borough. It is also likely that the ARK Academy, as a privately sponsored school, will be seen as different and a possibility that students from the two schools will generate negative stereotypes about each other. There is already some low-level rivalry between local schools and this is likely to be exacerbated. 
Loss of recreational space

1. Despite assurances to the contrary the sports facilities were removed when the temporary building was constructed and have not been reinstated since. This has severely affected the faith of local people in the Council carrying out its pledge to make the facilities available for community use.

2. With the densely populated Chalkhill Estate nearby and new blocks of flats being constructed in the nearby Wembley regeneration area, it is essential that sports be available for local young people and adults. The Council should be looking to increase and improve such facilities rather than reduce them and make them less accessible in terms of either time or fees.

END OF SUBMISSION
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