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THE SOUTH OXHEY INITIATIVE
Report to the Steering Committee – 16th January 2012 
Summary
1.1
This report summarises the detail and outcomes from the South Oxhey Initiative public consultation process, which took place during 2011. It identifies the three primary options available to the Council and provides some of the reasons for and against each option.

1.2
This report relies on four reports, as listed below, prepared by the Council’s advisors in the matter:-
· South Oxhey Initiative – report by Terence O’Rourke Ltd (TOR)

· Initial Report on Legal Delivery – by Clarke Willmott (CW)

· Repair/Refurbishment Report – by Lambert Smith Hampton (LSH)

· Redevelopment Viability – report by Lambert Smith Hampton (LSH)

1.3
Due to the voluminous nature of the above four reports, they are to be sent to Committee Members electronically but will not be made available individually in paper form. However a limited number of paper copies will be available on demand for Members to inspect in the Members Room at Three Rivers House. In the event of any difficulty in this respect please contact the author of this report. The TOR report has for itself a substantial appendix of supporting papers, which will be similarly available.
1.4
Whilst not culminating in a separate report, the South Oxhey Initiative has benefited from the input of DAC Beachcroft as regards the legal and town planning issues that surround such regeneration schemes.

2.
The Consultation Process
2.1
The TOR report, at Appendix A, sets out the reasons for pursuing the South Oxhey Initiative and identifies them as being principally:-

· A need for area wide regeneration

· Strategic town-planning objectives

· Limitations of the existing retail offering

· A general need to improve the local economy

2.2
In particular the Council’s Core Strategy, adopted in October 2011, encourages master plan led regeneration and economic development at South Oxhey, facilitated by the South Oxhey Initiative.

2.3
Having established the existing circumstances in the TOR Baseline Study, the Initiative progressed through a series of community workshops and public open days.  Council officers also addressed meetings of the Parish Council, the Watford Rural Local Area Forum and meetings of the South Oxhey Shopkeepers Association, as the consultation progressed.

2.4
The consultation always sought to include people who lived and worked in the overall estate of South Oxhey, Carpenders Park and Oxhey Hall and consider issues in that wider area.  However it became evident early on in the process that significant issues firstly needed addressing in the central area of South Oxhey, otherwise referred to here as the “heart” or the “precinct”, which includes Station Approach and the lower parts of Oxhey Drive.  As a consequence later consultation events tended to rightly focus on this central area.  Indeed the main recommendations of the TOR report concentrate on what can be achieved centrally in South Oxhey.

2.5
The detail of each of the workshops and public open days are covered in the TOR report and to achieve a complete understanding of the issues raised, that report is essential reading.

2.6
The consultation, by its very nature, was an evolutionary process in that subsequent events built on what went before and it concluded with the public open day on 15th September.
3 The Outcomes

3.1
The last public open day offered those attending what were essentially three options regarding the possible level of change that might take place at the central area of South Oxhey:-

· Do nothing

· A refurbishment scheme

· A redevelopment scheme

3.2
There was a fourth option, being a combination of the refurbishment and redevelopment options above. That scheme has been set to one side for the moment, to facilitate clarity in the decision making. Such variants could be incorporated at a later date. The schemes put forward for this consultation were not at a detailed drawing stage and so were never intended to be considered as architectural designs but rather to be seen as high level concepts.

3.3
The first and very clear outcome was that there was very little support (3% of attendees) for the Council to do nothing.  It is recognised that the centre of South Oxhey could decline if there was no intervention and in any event such in-action would be contradictory to the Council’s position as Landlord and Freeholder.

3.4
The largest volume of opinion (38%) expressed a preference for the refurbishment option, albeit there appeared to be external pressure to vote in favour of this position.  It was also clear that there was significant opinion (29%) in favour of some form of redevelopment, being mixed between the partial and full development schemes.

3.5
This final open day was never intended to be a referendum with the highest vote “winning” the decision. The voting was intended to gather opinion on the primary options and assess appetite for change in order that a more detailed assessment could be made of the particular scheme(s) as a further stage.  There will be ample opportunity for further public consultation at those later stages.

3.6
Since there was substantial support for both refurbishment and redevelopment, and recognising that some 30% of attendees did not express an opinion, it was clear that further viability work was necessary to assist members in making a decision as to which option to take forward.

3.7
It is a condition precedent that whatever decision is made, the scheme arising has to be predicated on a commercially viable basis. Even a “do nothing” option would demand that the Council review lease terms at some early stage.  It is also clear that the Council are not currently achieving market rental levels for the shops, when compared with similar situations locally.  This is a situation by design, since the Council have thus far endeavoured to keep as many shops open and trading, rather than allowing empty units to accrue and become boarded up. This is clearly not a sustainable situation and can not continue indefinitely. 
3.8
It is a fundamental principle of whichever scheme is adopted, that the rented housing in the central area would continue to be available, or would be re-provided, at existing social rent levels. Depending on availability, those residential tenants could be offered alternative housing elsewhere in the District.  Such housing provision must be assessed so that it is better able to respond to prevailing needs rather than duplicating the existing stock.
4 Legal Advice
4.1
As custodians of public funds, the Council must with any project of this size and nature, scrutinise the risk and reward equation from both the financial and legal points of view.  Associated with this, is that the legal status of any such venture has to be appropriate and have procedures and structures put in place to facilitate the project.

4.2
Accordingly officers took advice from Clarke Willmott Solicitors and their report is attached at Appendix B.  In summary their conclusions are:-

· The refurbishment option would require the Council to provide capital funding and take substantial risk in the delivery of the project to programme and budget.

· The redevelopment option would provide the Council with the least exposure to development risk and the lowest requirement for public funding.

· On the basis that both refurbishment and redevelopment schemes require vacant possession of the residential and retail units, for works to proceed, there will be a need for extensive negotiations with those occupants. In the case of the redevelopment scheme, the Council would be able to utilise their compulsory purchase powers whereas for refurbishment those powers would not be available, so potentially and substantially complicating deliverability of the project.

5 Refurbishment Appraisal
5.1
Whilst it was made clear at the September public open day that a refurbishment scheme, whatever its extent, would need to be funded from the public purse, no recent detailed investigative survey as to the condition of the properties concerned was available.  Accordingly Lambert Smith Hampton (Northampton office) was instructed to carry out this work and provide costing advice for the necessary work.  That report is attached at Appendix C.  In summary LSH have assessed the work required under three headings:-

· Maintenance and repair

· Minor improvement

· Major Improvement

5.2
Having made an allowance for contingent items and professional fees, LSH’s assessment is that all of the works would cost of the order of £15 million plus VAT.  Not included in this total is the cost of any temporary residential or retail accommodation, relocation or compensation amounts.  LSH advised that it was not viable to select just parts of the listed work and not do others.

5.3
It is evident that the works are of such an extensive nature that temporary decanting would be required for both residential and retail tenants, for the duration of the works.  It is not yet clear where and how such temporary accommodation could realistically be provided but the Council would work with Thrive Homes and the Shopkeepers to work through the difficulties.

5.4
If the works were implemented in their entirety, the resultant buildings could be expected to perform for a minimum period of a further twenty years.  However LSH are of the view that the extent of these works is such that the cost is unlikely to be recovered from the income stream currently available and so would rely on a capital contribution from the Council.
6 Redevelopment Viability
6.1
In order to determine the parameters of a potential redevelopment project, it is necessary to establish the likely scheme content and then make an assessment of its viability.  During the consultation process, TOR produced a number of scheme drawings culminating in the one that was displayed at the September open day and otherwise referred to as scheme F.  Lambert Smith Hampton (St. Albans office) were separately commissioned to appraise that scheme and their report is attached at appendix D.  For these purposes the scheme was proposed to contain:-

· 3,250 sqm
Food supermarket

· 3,700 sqm
Other retail

· 2,000 sqm
Community Hub

· 500sqm
Station Approach

· 110 units
Social rent housing

· 270 units
Housing for sale

6.2 LSH have demonstrated that this scheme is commercially viable on the assumption that:- 
· The existing Thrive Homes tenants are re-housed in equivalent accommodation, at social rents, and be decanted to that housing in an appropriate timescale

· The existing residential Leaseholders agree to the acquisition of their properties at market prices 
· The existing retail tenants either agree to lease appropriate space in the redeveloped scheme, at the then prevailing market rent, or relocate elsewhere or agree to a termination of their tenancy  
· Affected owners and occupiers rights to compensation will be protected.

6.3
LSH’s report identifies the key matters for the Council to consider together with their consequences and implications.  The main points of which are:-

· The Council will need to move from being a landowner to a facilitator for change and should work with a development partner to achieve a successful outcome
· The scheme must be self financing with a limited financial input from the Council

· The Council’s risk exposure must be kept to a minimum

· The Council must support the principle of using its CPO powers when necessary.

7 Planning Position
7.1
The Council’s Core Strategy identifies South Oxhey as a Key Centre, recognising that South Oxhey is a highly sustainable location with good transport links. 

7.2
The Core Strategy Spatial Vision sets out priorities for the future of Three Rivers, one of which is to reduce inequalities across the District, in particular through regeneration of the South Oxhey area.

7.3
Policy PSP2 sets out that the Council will promote development, infrastructure and services that will help to tackle deprivation affecting South Oxhey, particularly in relation to improving access to education, skills and training and employment and reducing crime. Regeneration of parts of South Oxhey is promoted to improve housing stock quality and reduce inequalities through the provision of targeted services in more efficient ways. This may include mixed use development consisting of new housing, employment, shopping and community uses.

7.4 Whichever option for the centre is taken forward, it will be important that it compliments plans for the rest of South Oxhey. A parameters plan has therefore been produced in the Site Allocations DPD to show proposals for the South Oxhey area covering how the mixed-use centre, housing, open space and play improvements, leisure and employment provision and improvements to roads and footpaths could fit together.

7.5
Once a decision on the heart of South Oxhey has been made, a site specific Masterplan needs to be prepared to provide more detail on specific proposals and how they relate to the South Oxhey parameters plan. This Masterplan will be subject to further consultation and the results of this consultation will inform the proposals to be included in the Site Allocations Document to be submitted to the Government.

8 Retail Considerations
8.1
It is timely that an independent, but commissioned by Central Government, review of the state of high street retailing was published in December 2011, otherwise known as “The Portas Review”. This report is supported by a more extensive study entitled “Understanding High Street Performance” by Genecon & Partners, published at the same time.
8.2
Whilst the Portas Review has no policy status, it usefully describes some of the symptoms also found in South Oxhey and potentially assists with ideas that could be appropriate in the context of the SO Initiative and thereby adopted in the formulation of a regeneration programme.

8.3
It is a reality that the shops in South Oxhey are suffering a continuing loss of trade to other more attractive, well endowed and accessible centres.

8.4
Portas makes a number of points and recommendations, in many cases backed up with supportive case studies, the relevant ones to South Oxhey being :-

· A base presumption in favour of local town centre developments over out of town or remote retailing

· A recognition that CPO powers can be used to encourage redevelopment of high street retail space
· Community, leisure, social, recreational and night time uses are supportive of a retail environment

· Indoor and outdoor markets should be encouraged

· The need for safer, more secure and actively managed town centres

· The concept of large retailers supporting and mentoring smaller specialist ones

· Facing the reality that fewer shops will be needed in the future

· Recognition that supermarkets in terms of goods sold can be controlled through lease conditions and planning obligations

· Consensus that larger supermarkets will actually draw spending power into the centre as opposed to the current loss to stores in neighbouring towns

· Real benefit in job creation where a vibrant retail centre exists, arising from the support of a localised supply chain employing local people
· Emphasis on the need to put the heart back into the centre of high streets with them being destinations for socialising, culture, healthy wellbeing, learning and acting as a community resource.  All of these uses are identified in the TOR report

8.5
In response to these issues it is planned to conduct a new district wide retail study to assess the market and help inform the appropriate scale and type of future retail provision, as part of the next stage of the regeneration project.
9 The Way Forward
9.1
The final chapter of the TOR report reconciles all of the preceding discussions and brings them forward into a series of recommendations:-

1. A decision is required of the Council whether to progress with the regeneration of the heart and if so in what form
2. Recommends that the two levels of intervention (refurbishment or redevelopment) be examined in more detail relative to their viability
3. Identifies the reasons for pursuing a redevelopment  option

4. Advises on the future engagement of residential tenants and leaseholders

5. Recommends the identification of potential sites for new housing

6. Establishes the key requirements of a mixed use redevelopment in South Oxhey
7. Recognises the need to further engage retail tenants and possibly accommodate them within the redevelopment scheme

8 to12 

Are recommendations as to some of the steps that should be taken in planning and implementing the regeneration scheme
13 to14 

Are recommendations for looking to take forward the wider South Oxhey estate regeneration with a specific scenario as to sport and recreational uses
10 Conclusions
10.1
The challenges of this regeneration scheme should not be a deterrent if the scheme is viable and the planning and political environment is positive.

10.2
For ease of reference, the main reasons for and against each of the three primary options, as discussed in this report, or identified in the appended reports, are summarised below.

10.3
No change
For
· Minimum cost for the Council

· No disruption for the residents and retailers

· No compulsory purchase order
Against
· Not accepted by majority of attendees at the second public open day

· Local retail spend will reduce further resulting in shop closures and long term voids

· Property condition would deteriorate

· Retail experience would worsen

· Putting off a decision for intervention that ultimately will have to be made

· Strategic planning objectives for South Oxhey will not be met

· The Council can not continue to subsidise retail units and rents will rise regardless

10.4
Refurbishment

For
· Number of attendees at the second open day that voted for the option

· Limited change to shops

· Buildings would be modernised for the next 20 years

· Perception that it maintains the status quo (buts rents would have to rise and there would be extended disruption)
Against
· Will not satisfy aspiration of those wanting South Oxhey to change/improve
· There will be no substantive improvement to the condition of the flats and maisonettes above the shops

· Loss to the local economy as day to day and more significant shopping will be done outside South Oxhey
· Cross subsidy and community gain will not be achieved and it will not be possible to fund reprovision of facilities
· Inadequate financial resources to fund capital cost involved

· High development risk in terms of delivery and cost certainty

· Will not meet housing supply designated for South Oxhey and therefore impact on the Council’s ability to satisfy it’s intended housing target
· Car parking volume will not be increased

· Disruption to local shopping facilities during the course of the works

· Loss of some retail space and residential units as necessitated through building improvements

· Once refurbished, life expectancy of buildings would be less than redevelopment scheme
· Potential deliverability is doubtful due to lack of CPO powers.

· Limited potential for grant funding

10.5
Redevelopment
For
· Transformational change benefiting community, retailers and residents

· Option supported at stakeholder workshops and public open day

· Quality managed, attractive, welcoming and secure environment

· Improved local economy
· Will provide modern housing to accessibility and sustainability standards
· Improved retail offer and employment opportunities

· The retention of a greater proportion of local spend, benefiting a more sustainable community
· Least exposure to development risk

· Lowest requirement for capital funding & ultimately self financing

· Will be the driver for a wider area improvement

· Cross subsidy will allow investment in community facilities and public realm

· Opportunity for residents to do daily shopping locally rather than travel elsewhere

· Potential income stream without the management issues.

· Potential for significant grant funding

Against
· Council may not ultimately be the Landlord

· Requirement to implement CPO powers

· Disruption to local shopping facilities during the course of works

· The Council will be exposed to limited risk during the preparatory stages until a development partner has been procured.
11 Recommendation

11.1
The Steering Committee is requested to note this report and carry forward comments and/or recommendations to the Council’s Executive Committee on 30th January 2012.
11.2
If a decision is taken to progress either a refurbishment or a redevelopment scheme, the key issues of timing and the inter-relationship of commencing the planning application, procuring a development partner (if required) and launching the vacant possession process will need urgent consideration.
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