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THE   SOUTH OXHEY INITIATIVE

  (DCES) 
1.
Summary
1.1
A report to Members on:-

· The status of the South Oxhey Initiative 

· An outline of actions taken since the report to March 2011 Executive Committee
· A discussion on current topics 
· A request for a decision on the formation of a Steering Committee.
  
2.
Details

2.1
Current Status

Four out of the five events that Terence O’Rourke (TOR) were commissioned to facilitate have been completed, the remaining Public Open Day is on 15th September.  TOR will provide a final report by the end of this year.

Officers addressed the Watford Rural Local Area Forum on 30th June, about 180 people attended.  It is fair to say that the debate was lively.

Officers attended a meeting of the newly formed South Oxhey Shopkeepers Association (SOSA) on 21st July, facilitated by the Rickmansworth Chamber of Commerce. All SO shopkeepers were invited and ultimately some 50 people attended.  Officers informed those present of the discussions at the preceding stakeholder workshops, the Shopkeepers were then fully informed as to the current status of the project.  It is not yet clear how many shopkeepers SOSA actually represents.

Lambert Smith Hampton (LSH), Property Consultants, have carried out further research into the retail market and are providing preliminary costed appraisals for the various development options.

Davies Arnold Cooper (DAC), Solicitors, have provided initial advice and recommendations as to the existing shop tenancies and how the Council should progress leases that become due for renewal.  Additionally they have provided advice as to the legal structures that could be considered in the event of development taking place.  
2.2
Next Steps

It is envisaged that the Public Open Day on 15th September will take a similar form to that of the April event and will run from 10am to 8pm at the Parish Offices.  A number of display boards will be used, as before, to take visitors from the April position through to the visuals used at the last workshop.  Visitors will be asked for their views on the primary development options and a list of uses they would like to see in the precinct retail and community buildings.

Consideration is being given as to whether there should be another workshop event in say late October.  This would be to inform those attending, as to the outcome of the Public Open Day, but more pertinently it could bridge the gap in time between the mid September event and the formal announcement of the Council’s intentions. 

Whilst a number of Parish Councillors have been invited to the consultation process from the beginning, there is concern that all Councillors haven’t been involved in their entirety.  Accordingly officers have agreed to attend the Parish Council meeting on 7th September, to brief them on the current status. 

2.3
Extent of the Initiative
The public consultation has purposely sought to engage the community from all five local wards.  However officers recognise that a limit has to be drawn as to the extent of the Initiative.  For the current purposes, it is proposed that this project is constrained to the following areas:-

· Station Approach and adjoining land

· The “central precinct area” bounded by Prestwick Road, Fairfield Road, Henbury Way and Oxhey Drive

· The “public” properties on the south side of Oxhey Drive, broadly opposite the precinct

· Housing sites beyond the central area, needed to support the Initiative

· Land related to the possible re-location of the Sir James Altham Pool

· Other land appropriate for employment generating uses

It is recognised that our partners in this project may wish to extend the scope and extent of the Initiative to include other activities and sites.

2.4
The Main Options
At present there are essentially three options, as regards the central precinct and Station Approach area, that the Council are considering:- 

· Do Nothing.  Simplistically TRDC could decide to maintain the “status quo” by carrying out no regeneration by way of either refurbishment or redevelopment and just effect repairs on an emergency or demand lead basis.  Thus no back-log repair or improvement work would take place and the property would continue to be sub-standard.  Clearly the property condition would decline, increasingly rapidly, and the income generated from leasing the shops would diminish markedly over the next few years. Whilst such an approach has no foundation in good estate or asset management practice, it is thought appropriate not to rule it out until the consultation process has concluded.  Such a course of action would of course test the purpose of being a Landlord in this location and perhaps question the Council’s social purpose.

· Refurbishment.  One of the proposals considered at the last Stakeholders workshop, was the option to retain the existing building layout, bring the structure and fabric of the shops up to a modern standard and carry out improvements to those parts above the shops, which are the responsibility of TRDC.  This approach may receive some support because it implies no large-scale loss of retail units. Substantial work would however need to be carried out to the access staircases and walkways.  It is envisaged that could include remodelling ground floor entrances to the “front” of the blocks and providing internal stairs and lifts to upper floors, this would involve some loss of both shop and residential floorspace to accommodate the new arrangements.

· Redevelopment.  The last Stakeholder workshop considered several redevelopment options that ranged from part new development and part refurbishment of retained existing buildings, through to comprehensive redevelopment of the whole precinct area.  There are many permutations in this respect, but the main focus of the current investigative work, in this particular option, is the comprehensive approach.

2.5
Development Content
In the event that a comprehensive redevelopment scheme is pursued, early day consideration has been given to the extent of retail uses that could be present in the precinct.  They would include:-

· Food store / Off Licence

· Pharmacy / Chemist

· Post Office

· Bank / Building Society / Financial Services

· Newsagent

· Restaurant / Café

· Takeaway

· Baker / Sandwich shop

· Hairdresser / Salon

· Betting Shop

· Estate Agent

· Dry Cleaner / Launderette

· Public House

· Hardware

· Clothing

· Florist

· Miscellaneous (Jeweller, Shoe Repair, Charity Shop, Travel Agent, etc)

Clearly it would be expected for there to be multiple outlets in some of the above categories.  Similar consideration has been given to the content of the Community Hub building:-

· Police Station

· Parish Council Offices

· Thrive Homes Offices

· Doctors / Medical Centre

· Dentist / Optician

· Library

· Place of Worship

· Adult Skills Centre

· Senior Citizens Centre

· Voluntary Organisation Facility

· Internet Café

· Social Club

· Community Hall(s)

· Other function Rooms

2.6
Phasing and Decanting Considerations

In the event of either a major refurbishment or redevelopment project arising from this Initiative, careful consideration needs to be given to the phasing of works and the decanting that will be necessary.  Essentially the scheme has to keep South Oxhey “open” in both the residential and commercial sense. It is a pre-requisite that any displaced residential leasehold owners are properly compensated for their loss and any existing residential tenancies are decanted to an appropriate alternative property, before the relevant works are commenced.  It is hoped that a good proportion of the existing shopkeeper tenants will be willing to transfer their businesses to the new premises created. It is recognised however that in some instances, businesses may have to move more than once because of their current location.

In the event that a comprehensive redevelopment scheme is adopted, early consideration has been given to a programme of events in order to establish a possible development sequence as follows:-

· Station Approach redevelopment including parking area

· Build new decant block on existing car park and garage site

· Other off-site decant housing 

· Demolish northern precinct site inc. Luffenham House and build new retail block

· Open market housing on remote sites

· Re-provision of Sir James Altham pool

· Development of employment generating site

· Further decant housing 

· Demolish southern precinct site inc. Pennard House and build new Community Hub building

· Demolish Oxhey Drive buildings & build new housing

· Further open market housing on remote sites

Clearly some of these events will be interdependent and/or will overlap, further work is necessary to firm up details when appropriate.

Officers have established the broad numbers that need to be decanted in the event of a comprehensive redevelopment.  There are 131 residences (flats & maisonettes) within the SO central precinct area, including the Luffenham and Pennard House blocks.  Of those, 99 were the subject of transfer to Thrive Homes, thus 32 are in private (leasehold) ownership. For simplicity reasons, at this stage, these numbers are rounded to 100 and 30 respectively.

On the presumption that TRDC take the formal line, that all leaseholders will be adequately compensated in accordance with relevant statute, that is, a market value plus an appropriate home loss payment is made, and then the 30 private residencies will not have to be re-provided in a decanting strategy.  Thus it is necessary to provide decanting for 100 units.  The expression “unit” of housing is used for the moment prior to having clear details of the existing tenant’s housing needs.

Officers have reviewed the TRDC owned land in the South Oxhey area and can identify development sites beyond the precinct area that could provide about 80 units.  None of the sites are straight forward and substantial design and town planning work is necessary to bring them forward before detailed decanting can be certain.  Other sites have been put forward to address the shortfall of units but they were rejected at the last LDF Member Working Group. In the event that insufficient Council land is available then the contingency position of building an entirely decant block within the central precinct area may have to be adopted.

At some stage, the refurbishment option will need to be examined in closer detail. It will be necessary to instruct a building condition survey of a sample of shops and the flats above, to better determine the construction details and therefore a more precise refurbishment costing.

2.7
Other Development

A study is being led by officers looking at the potential re-provision of the SJA Pool elsewhere in South Oxhey. From an Asset Management point of view, the building is fast approaching the end of its useful life and will soon be costing a disproportionate amount of money to maintain to suitable standards. It is understood that land adjoining The Centre has been identified as a possible relocation site.  There is some concern as to whether the facility could be made to fit within the available land at The Centre and further work needs doing on this particular issue. The relocation makes obvious sense from a management perspective and clearly it could release surplus land at the SJA site for other uses.  
2.8
Developer Legal Agreements
DAC have provided preliminary advice as to the legal model that may be required in order to implement the project.  It is likely that a form of Development Agreement is appropriate, linking the Council’s land, buildings and enabling powers with external parties that can provide finance and development skills and who are willing to take appropriate risk transfer and mitigation.  Ultimately the development vehicle would have its own expertise and the Council would take the “informed client” role.

It is of course necessary to be able to demonstrate that the whole commercial process is transparent, measured and capable of withstanding scrutiny and challenge.

2.9
Other Issues
Meetings have been held with Thrive Homes and the principles of a working arrangement between Thrive and TRDC were discussed, a draft Memorandum of Understanding has been tabled.  Clearly the Council will need to work closely with Thrive as to the movement of Tenants, in the event of the project progressing. However Thrive’s capacity to participate in large scale development is unproven and it may be that other HA partners could become involved.

A meeting was held on 26th July with Hertfordshire County Council Officers representing their estate and property interests.  Sites owned by County with development potential were discussed and further consideration needs to be given as to how TRDC can work with HCC to bring sites forward to mutual benefit.

Officers from the Homes & Communities Agency have been involved, from the early days, in the consultation process.  With little chance of Government funding being available in the present circumstances, the relationship will be managed appropriately until conditions change.  It may be convenient to participate in the HCA Delivery Partner Panel in order to expedite the competitive and OJEU compliant procurement process that will be required of the Council in the future, when selecting a JV partner.

2.10
Regeneration Issues

Good progress has been made in extending the consultation process to the local primary age schools and that continues into the autumn term.  Further work is also underway to engage with the 11 to 19 years age group in senior schools and youth clubs.  The senior school element is challenging because they are all outside the immediate South Oxhey area. 
Whilst the SO Initiative project is essentially property lead, it is obvious that the “softer” issues and benefits of such regeneration, as proposed here, will become increasingly important.  
2.11
Steering Committee

There was discussion at the March Executive Committee regarding the establishment of a specific Steering Group, to lead the Initiative, oversee the officer project team and have its own defined powers.  With the end of the consultation stage approaching and substantial budget and strategic matters coming forward, it is important that the matter is decided upon soon.  In particular the Committee would have terms of reference that would, at least, cover:-

· Establishment of the project vision and brief

· Oversee the continued engagement of partners and local community

· Maintain the project’s long term objectives

· Ensure good organisation and quality of output

· Oversee the budget and programme

· Manage risk
It is proposed that the Steering committee initially comprises the following members:-

· Leader of the Council

· Resources Portfolio Holder

· Environment Portfolio Holder

· Conservative Group Leader

· Labour Group Leader

· Nominee of Watford Rural Parish Council

· Nominee of Hertfordshire County Council

· Nominee of Thrive Homes

Additional Councillors and Stakeholders could be added at a later stage when required. Members are requested to approve the formation of a Steering Committee, agree the terms of reference and invite the suggested members / organisations to participate in the Group.   
3.
Reasons for Recommendation
3.1
  
The recommendation to form a Steering Committee is necessary to direct the project team and make appropriate decisions.
4.
Policy/Budget Reference and Implications
4.1
The recommendations in this report are within the Council’s agreed policy and budgets.  

  5
Financial, Legal, Equal Opportunities, Staffing, Environmental, Community Safety, Customer Services Centre, Communications & Website, Risk Management and Health & Safety Implications
  5.1
None specific.

6  
Recommendation
6.1
That   a South Oxhey Initiative Steering Committee is established and its terms of reference are prepared.

  

  

Background Papers - None

Report prepared by:
  Alan Head – Asset Manager
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