A statement from Dr Roger Pierce, a lecturer in the University of York’s Politics Department

“Perhaps the most appropriate contribution I could make at this stage is to re-state the comments I made at the meeting of the Planning Committee in March. These were:

 

1. as a resident of York (living in the city centre), I welcomed the proposals for the expansion of the university because this would strengthen the economy of the city

 

2. as a former student of the university and part-time teacher, I welcomed the proposals for expansion because this would allow for the growth of existing departments and for new departments - such as law and dentistry - to be added and the university strengthened

 

3. however, as an architect (with experience in the university sector) and planner (with experience of major development in and around the York green belt), I had strong reservations about the proposals to accommodate the expansion by extending the university into Heslington East. The validity of this new campus rested on two assumptions which, in my professional view, were highly contestable. These were, first, the assumption that the decision taken by the city council in 1999 to impose a 20% capacity ceiling should be entirely accepted, and, second, that proposed the UTS (university transit scheme) would be able to distribute students and staff - especially disabled people - between the two campuses within the limited windows between lectures and seminars at, possibly, other ends of the two campuses nearly two miles apart. 

 

I argued that the 20% ceiling was not properly justified by any rational assessment of the environmental capacity of the existing site. The original 1965 concept of "an institution standing in extensive grounds" had been eroded - especially in the last ten years. The form of the campus had become sprawling and without any coherence - especially on the north side of University Road. An increase in the ceiling to 25% would enable the development proposed for Heslington East to be halved. What I recommended was that the city council carry out an environmental assessment of the existing site and a condition survey of the existing buildings as a basis for preparing a new planning framework which retained and enhanced the existing lakeside areas and former parkland planting and proposed a phased replacement of existing buildings adopting a (greater) height of four storey equivalent. In particular, I suggested that consideration be given to building a spine block along the length of University Road to provide a central service access and circulation spine between the various departments and facilities on both sides of the roadway. This would then join - rather than divide - the campus. In architectural terms, I advocated a Milan Galleria approach. Vehicular servicing and busways could be enclosed at one side of the new spine building. One advantage of a linear structure is that its form is indeterminate, i.e. it can continue to extend providing greater flexibility and phasing.

 

As far as the UTS is concerned, I argued that 'people-mover' systems were best suited to situations of continual movement - like airports. They were unsuitable for and incapable of  accommodating peak, tidal flows. In the subsequent discussion, the university's spokespeople described how the system currently most favoured would involve buses at five minute headways in both directions taking ten minutes to cross the sites. The council was told that the service would be free (so the costs to the university would be quite high). Those members of the council who had worked for British Rail or local bus operators were very sceptical of the practicability and costs of the proposed UTS. Councillors were all concerned how the UTS route would damage Dean's Acre (to the north of Heslington Church).

 

The meeting of the Planning Committee ended after six hour's deliberation. A Labour party amendment to defer a decision until the housing policy implications were examined was defeated. The university's vice-chancellor, pro-vice-chancellor Prof Janet Ford, colleagues and advisors provided a robust defence of their proposals both in terms of the overriding need for university expansion and for the development of a university science park to provide opportunities for academic/industry clusters.

 

As you know, the Planning Committee resolved that it was minded to approve the application for outline planning permission on the basis of the matters to be resolved by S.106 planning agreements. The application has therefore been forwarded to the Government Office for Yorkshire and the Humber so that the Secretary of State might consider whether to 'call-in' the application for determination (decision). In that case, a public local inquiry will be held at which the city council and university will have to argue that the development of Heslington East constitutes 'exceptional circumstances' in which, in accordance with government policy, the site may be released from the Green Belt. I believe that a decision will be made following the general election (in which the parliamentary constituency of Selby is a marginal Labour seat).

 

I hope that you find this contribution of value.

 

Best wishes, Roger Pierce”
