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ANNEX 1

Introduction

The following properties could potentially accommodate the new combined Care Home/Health Care facility development:

(a) Castle View/The Chestnuts/Ambulance Station/County Council garages/Hospital

(b) County Council owned land adjoining Cromwell Park/Rockhill Farm

The latter has emerged as the favourite, although the following analysis demonstrates that both sites have issues that require further investigation: 

Castle View etc.

1. Size:

The site area is in the region of 2.5 acres which, on a flat site, would be sufficient to accommodate the Care Home and the Health Care facility.  However, it would leave no room for expansion of the services (or for additional partners) and, because the site is not flat, it is unlikely to be sufficient for the buildings and associated car parking even using part of the Hospital site – which would separate some part of the facility (probably parking) and has other implications (see below).

2. Location and public accessibility:

The site is in the town centre and all current users are familiar with it.  This location is convenient for those staff and visitors who live within walking distance or use public transport.  However, a town centre location is of no particular advantage to staff or users from the surrounding villages who visit by car and can be a disadvantage for ambulances etc.

3. Site assembly:

The Ambulance Station site is owned by the Oxfordshire Ambulance Trust.  Unfortunately, there is a dispute between the County Council and the Trust in relation to the site boundaries.  Atkins has been negotiating for several months, on behalf of the County Council to acquire the Ambulance site “off-market”.  Because the Trust is under a misapprehension that it owns more of the site than the Council believes, and because a residential developer is looking at a large scheme (which also includes part of the County’s land), the Trust believes the property should be offered on the open market.  Until the title dispute and planning potential have been exhausted, it is difficult to see how the Ambulance Trust could be persuaded to sell quickly.

4. Vacant possession:

The County Council garages are currently in use – partly by a Council Directorate and partly by the Thames Valley Police Authority.  The Council would need to serve notice on the tenants (six months minimum), in order to secure vacant possession of a large enough area to undertake a meaningful phase of the new scheme.  

5. Planning permission:

Our discussions with West Oxfordshire District Council indicate that they would look favourably at this location for a “community use” such as is proposed.  However, there are several constraining factors:-

(a) The potential for “Listing” of The Chestnuts and part of the Hospital site

(b) One or two trees are candidates for Tree Preservation Orders

(c) The setting in relation to the “Castle site” (scheduled ancient monument and open views of the town) and potential for archaeology

6. Access:

Access from Spring Street should be achievable.  However, consideration needs to be given on how to provide vehicular access to the lower level of the Castle View site.

7. Contamination: 

Contamination is not expected to be an issue given the history of uses.

8. Logistics:

How could we develop the new facilities whilst retaining the existing Care Home and Hospital on site?  The development would need to be phased, which then potentially introduces timing problems.  In reality, it would probably be necessary to relocate at least some of the current uses [probably the Castle View Home for Older People].

9. Costs:

There are two issues to consider:

Firstly, the cost of buying the Ambulance Station site and any part of the existing Hospital site which is required for the new facility.  Both parties are obliged to achieve best consideration, and will probably be seeking a full residential land value (£1 million per acre plus).  

Secondly, the topography of the site does not lend itself to traditional design and construction methods.  The construction cost will be significantly higher than on a level site for two main reasons:-

(a) Increased sub-structure costs for the buildings and access road, i.e. groundwork, foundations, area of site occupied etc;

(b) Increased super-structure costs for the building.  A split-level design would be necessary and some parts would be “built into” the slope meaning that certain elevations would not have natural light.  Both of these issues would lead to more corridor space per occupiable square metre, resulting in a bigger building.

Land at Rockhill Farm

1. Size:

The total area included within the West Oxfordshire District Council Local Plan allocation is around 20 acres. Thus, there is plenty of space for the proposed Care Home and Health Care facility, plus potential partners and expansion space for the future.  The remainder of the site would continue to be available for mixed use, e.g. residential, employment and further community facilities.

2. Location and public accessibility:

The site is on the northern edge of the town, uphill from the shops and car parks.  This would possibly deter some of the staff and visitors who are able to walk to the existing sites but, as noted above, there is no particular disadvantage for those who travel by car.  Indeed, the space on the site should mean that we can lay out good dropping-off and parking areas.  Nevertheless, we would need to consider additional public transport – the site is currently served by the Oxford and Banbury buses but these are probably insufficiently frequent.  The redevelopment of the former Parker Knoll site should assist with demand for (and, hopefully, supply of) such bus services.

3. Site assembly:

This is not expected to be an issue as all the land in question is owned by Oxfordshire County Council.

4. Vacant possession:

There are two issues to consider depending on where exactly the development is situated:

Firstly, if situated on the farmland, the land is subject to an Agricultural Tenancy Agreement.  The lease terms provide that the farmer should be given 12 months notice, prior to having to give vacant possession.  In this case we have a good relationship with the farmer, and we hope that a shorter notice period may be negotiable.  

Secondly, if the development is situated at the Banbury Road entrance, then part of the site is occupied by the County Highway Depot.  The Depot would need to be re-sited – with attendant replacement of facilities - and the telecommunications mast repositioned.  (There would be timing issues here, given the Council shares the mast with other parties and planning permission for relocation may be difficult).  However, part of the site nearest the road is already vacant and therefore development could, potentially, be phased.

5. Planning Permission:

Again our discussions with West Oxfordshire District Council were favourable.  We need to be satisfied that an application for development on the farmland would not be considered to be “premature” given the status of the West Oxfordshire District Council Local Plan.  However, the District Council recognises the sensitivity and community benefit of this particular proposal, and we are reassured that an application would not be called in by the Secretary of State.

6. Access:

Access to the Rockhill Farm land from Banbury Road via Cromwell Park (i.e. the public highway) has been granted as part of a recent planning permission for the former County Council Depot.  Concerns have been expressed over the lack of profile and approach to the Care Home, if the development were not to be situated at the entrance to the estate.  

An alternative option is to access the farmland from the London Road via Rockhill Farm Court.  This site (now a small residential development of the former Rockhill farmyard) was sold by the County Council several years ago.  The sale agreement retained rights of access to the Council’s retained land.  However, the rights of access were retained for residential use only: the Care Home could fall within this description and we believe there are ways in which this restriction could be overcome. However, the latter could create delay.  The other concern with this London Road access is that the road width and the visibility splays onto the London Road are limited. Unfortunately (in practical, if not aesthetic, terms), the trees on London Road that limit the visibility splays are subject to Tree Preservation Orders and are highly valued by the townspeople.

We have considered, and provisionally recommend, a compromise solution.  This would have vehicular access to only the Care Home (which needs “prestige”, is a residential use and a low traffic generator) from Rockhill Farm Court.  Access to the remainder of the buildings plus kitchen/laundry etc of the Home and to the car park would be taken from Cromwell Park.  Pedestrian and cycle access would be available from both the London and Banbury Roads.

7. Contamination:

If the development were to be situated on the site of the County’s Highway Depot, then we anticipate some remediation costs.  A ground investigation report has already been commissioned as part of our preparation for marketing the former Depot site.  This report should be available by the end of March.

8. Logistics:

How to bring the site forward only really becomes an issue if the Highway Depot and/or telecommunications mast need to be re-sited.

9. Costs:

No abnormal development costs are anticipated unless the facility is situated on the former Depot site, where potentially there are site clean-up costs. 
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