Statement from Simon Stokes – Chairman – Ansty & Staplefield Parish Council.

· As Parish Council Chair, I am not here to give expert evidence on landscape, transport or planning policy. Others are far better qualified to do that than I am. We will be hearing from them later.

· What I can speak to as a Parish Councillor of over 20 years standing, is the character of Ansty as a community and the day to day experience of those who live there.

· Ansty is not a large settlement looking to expand at its edges. It is a small village of around 110 homes. The proposal before us is for approximately 1,450 dwellings.

· In human terms, this is not experienced as an extension to Ansty. It is experienced as the creation of a completely new settlement alongside it.

· Small settlements such as Ansty are not merely a cluster of houses around a road junction but are places where people know one another, where children grow up together, where community organisations are sustained by volunteers, and where local identity develops over generations. Proper “placemaking” in other words.

· These things are difficult to quantify or to express in pure planning terms, but they are real and they matter.

· When change occurs gradually, communities have time to adapt and absorb it. What is proposed here is change on a scale that is unprecedented in the history of our parish.

· One thing that has struck many residents throughout this process is the gap between how proposals can appear in the glossy prospectus provided by the appellant and how they are actually experienced on the ground by real people.

· For example, we will during this appeal hear much about sustainable transport, bus provision and the importance of providing communities with green space. The appellant has even linked the building of this mini new town to the continued viability of the existing settlement.

· Yet there is a disconnect local people feel when they contrast the promise that is advertised in the slick promotional material for the scheme and (for example) the destructive transport mitigation works proposed at the Ansty roundabout. This latter work (depending on which version of the scheme is adopted) would at least partially obliterate the existing green space by the roadside, and it is hard to see how the existing bus stop could be retained in in its present position should such a road widening take place.

· This green at Ansty – which the Parish Council has maintained for decades is the focal point of village life. It is where people meet and stop for a chat on the way back and forth between home and the garage shop or sports centre. Upon it is sited the village sign that was erected to commemorate the silver jubilee of the late Queen. Its existence matters greatly to local people and they cannot understand how the loss or even partial loss of this oasis of comparative quiet alongside the A272 is part of the price that is to be paid for the development of a complimentary “garden community” elsewhere. It almost seems to echo General Westmoreland’s nonsensical statement during the Vietnam war that it was necessary to “destroy the village in order to save the village.”

· Just as the Village of Ansty has character and an identity so does the development site itself. In planning terms, it is claimed that this land is not a “valued landscape” insofar as there is nothing particularly unique about it. Yet it is greatly valued by those who walk it and whose homes occupy parts of it and it does enjoy a close cultural association with the artist and playwright James Forsyth who painted local scenes and established a theatre at the house now known as the “old barn” in 1972. Older residents also recall the natural swimming pool that existed here before pollution from the water treatment works rendered it unsafe. The view from the midpoint of the site towards Holy Trinity Church is even used in stylised form by the District Council as part of its logo.

· I would also like to address a point that has arisen repeatedly during this process.

· It has been suggested by some that our opposition to this proposal is simply opposition to development of any kind.

· That is not consistent with the record of the Parish Council.

· We have supported development proposals in the parish where we believed they were appropriate and proportionate. We recognise the need for new homes and we recognise the challenges facing the planning system. During my tenure as Chairman and that of my predecessor – Brad Williams – the size of Ansty within the village curtilage doubled with 5 new developments being built between 2015 and today. Two more sites have also been identified in the emerging District Plan. This is clearly not the action of a body that takes an obstructive attitude toward sustainable development. 

· At the same time we cooperated fully with the development of the so called “northern arc” now known as Brookleigh in Burgess Hill where 3,500 homes are being built on land which was then part of our Parish. We supported these developments because they were part of a properly thought out plan which recognised the need for complimentary infrastructure and recognised an existing settlement pattern and hierarchy. We also took the local community with us and they saw how by bringing limited and proportionate development into the village we could ensure the delivery of our magnificent Village Centre which supports a Village Hall, full spectrum Cricket Club and Sports and Social Club.

· The question before this inquiry is not whether development should happen somewhere.

· The question is rather whether this particular development, of this scale, in this location, represents good planning and we believe it does not. Once the implausible promise of future facilities are set to one side, we are left with a generic, car dependent dormitory suburb which adds nothing to its surroundings and yet takes much from them. It is contingent for its very existence on sacrifices that the surrounding community must make.

· Now, Developers understandably view sites through the lens of a project lifecycle measured in years.

· Parish Councils must view places through the lens of generations.

· Whatever decision is reached here will shape the parish long after construction has finished, long after planning conditions have expired, and long after those promoting the development have moved on.

· That long-term perspective is the perspective that local residents have brought to this process.
· Inspector, I do not ask you to prefer my views over those of the professional experts who will appear before you.

· I simply ask that, alongside the technical evidence, you consider the human reality of what is proposed.

· The residents I represent are not opposed to change. They are not opposed to new homes. They are not opposed to development.

· What concerns them is the prospect of a development many times larger than the existing village being introduced into a parish with very limited facilities, and the permanent changes that would bring to the character of the place they call home.

· The Parish Council's role is to be a steward of this community. It is from that perspective, and with that responsibility, that we ask you to consider carefully whether this proposal represents the right development, in the right place, and at the right scale.

· Thank you.


