88 HUNTINGDON WAY  SKETTY  SWANSEA SA2 9HN
PLANNING INQUIRY HELD ON FEB 6 2007

WITNESS STATEMENT

 BY GRAHAM KING BA Dip TP MRTPI

1. In November 2006 I was approached for my professional opinion concerning the refusal of the local planning authority to grant permission for the retention of front and side raised decking at 88 Huntingdon Way, Sketty. Following a site visit, a meeting with Mr and Mrs Marks, the owners of the property, and study of relevant reports, I decided to attend this Inquiry in support of their case.

2. My professional credentials comprise membership of the Royal Town Planning Institute, the former position of County Planning Officer of West Glamorgan (1974-1991), and Visiting Professor at Swansea Institute and the University of Hong Kong. I have worked extensively in Europe and have a special interest in Urban Design, on which I have published various papers. Indeed one was published only last week in the magazine entitled “Urban Design”, the Winter 2007 issue, in which I encouraged local authorities to take a more imaginative approach to design issues which I call “plan led - place responsive” (principle 9 in the article which I make available). I consider that the decisions made in the case before us epitomise all that is wrong with the narrow rules-based approach to town planning encouraged by the planning system.
3. In my view the decking is a remarkably attractive addition to the street scene which also serves the special needs of Mr and Mrs Marks. It is a structure of the highest quality which through sensitive use of materials provides a splendid feature on the street corner, in contrast to the rather suburban fences, high hedges and flaking brick that can be found across the estate, frequently in need of maintenance, and creating rather a monotonous ambience. Equally important is its function in providing a safe and accessible but discrete platform on which the appellants may sit. The claim that the decking is an “incongruous and alien feature within the street scene” and that it has “facilitated the introduction of garden furniture and other paraphernalia normally associated with a rear garden” thereby exaggerating its prominence, as the committee report suggests, and should therefore be dismantled with all the pain and stress and upheaval and cost that this would cause the appellants, leaves me appalled. This is town planning at its most banal – with the desire to impose tidiness overriding all other considerations.
4. For I was also surprised to see there was only a brief reference in the report to Mr and Mrs Marks’ medical condition – briefly in the applicant’s statement and in a letter of support from a compassionate neighbour. Planning Policy WALES, in para 4.1.6 makes it clear that exceptionally the personal circumstances of occupiers, including personal hardship, may be material to the consideration of a planning permission. 

It also clearly states, in para 2.9.5, that local planning authorities should consider the issue of accessibility for all, including the needs of those with limited mobility such as wheelchair users. This approach is again encouraged in para 4.4.3 which states that access audits at the design stage for extensions to premises or alterations to buildings would be useful. 
5. Para 4.4.4 of Planning Policy WALES also states that “where it is not clear from a planning application that provision for everyone is being achieved, it will be preferable to resolve the issue through negotiation”, a theme repeated in the guidance on enforcement, in para 4.8.2, where it also states that in all cases there should be dialogue or mediation to agree a way forward. In reality the attempt of the appellants to negotiate a satisfactory compromise was rudely brushed aside. It is my understanding that this route was not acceptable to the authority which despite repeated requests by the appellant’s agent prevented discussion of special needs in this case. Indeed on reading Mr Jenkin’s statement to this Inquiry I am minded to enquire whether the planning authority has infringed the provisions of the Human Rights Act, despite a passing reference in the committee report that there is no issue in this respect, being more concerned with the impact of the decking on the street scene and the grave risk of garden paraphernalia being made visible.

6. I am mindful that the Appeals Officer had no role in this sorry saga whatsoever. He is placed before us today to defend the indefensible. The grotesque aesthetic judgements made by officers and upheld by committee even after a site meeting, are matched only by the grossly incompetent procedures that have been adopted, and which have led to so much delay. It would be of interest to learn how this could happen and what the chain of command was. Nevertheless, the opportunity, at last is before us, I suggest, to rectify the matter, to move forward, and I respectfully recommend to the Inspector that the decking, at both front and side, of 88 Huntingdon Way be approved. 
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Nb. The appeal was won.
