Ecclesall Primary School – Planning Application – Final Comment – 24 /112023
This is an application for a large Multi-Use Games Area [MUGA], coupled with an 8-lane running track, to replace the existing grassed playing-fields. This is for a local primary school, surrounded by housing, and with a relatively-narrow entrance off a fairly busy road which is also a bus-route.
Reasons for the Application and its purpose.
It is not made clear in the Application why a Primary School needs such a large MUGA for pupils aged only 4-11, albeit it is quite a large Primary School. However no other primary school in the area seems to have such a large and elaborate MUGA. 

The School already has a MUGA; and a local football club has previously made use of the grassed playing area for training purposes – although the Supporting Comment from this club makes no mention of any future use. The Application asserts that “due to their sloping nature and ground make-up the playing-fields struggle to be used all year round in wet weather”, and that the proposed changes will facilitate year-round use. 
A letter published by the School in July 2023, in response to comments and objections by parents and local residents, say that the MUGA will be to provide “an area of land on which children can play for the majority of the year, with some markings for sport.”  A second letter published in October, in response to our queries, states that the running-track proposal is no longer to be pursued. If the running track proposal is no longer to be pursued then some the issues relating to that no longer apply: however there is no evidence in the Application that it is being withdrawn.

Although the application and the letters imply that the main use of the MUGA would be for pupils for formal sport as part of the curriculum, and for informal use as a playground during playtime and lunchtime, the Head has also said that they plan to have 'an external football club on the MUGA to finish by 6.00pm'. Use by Ecclesall Rangers Club – which previously used the playing-fields for training – is explicitly ruled out. The Head has also stated that “there are no plans for letting our school grounds during evenings or for weekend use.”  
However Sport England have declined to provide a Supporting Comment for this Application, on the grounds that it lacks sufficient information to explain how the benefit of the proposed MUGA might outweigh the loss of the existing school playing field; and that there is no evidence of any Community Use Agreement to govern such use, either now or in the future.

Loss of green space, and loss of bio-diversity.
Some objectors point out that there would be a considerable loss of green play-space for pupils. Others have pointed out that this would impact on the bio-diversity of the whole site. The Application claims there would be no negative impact on bio-diversity due to previous improvements to this in earlier developments. 

However in terms of the Council's and national planning policies, there are a number of problems and potential clashes: the loss of such green space without any mention of equivalent replacement - or apparently even the possibility of that replacement – is surely contrary to the requirements of the National Planning Policy Framework, as well as to those of the Local Authority current Unitary Development Policy; and to those of the recently-submitted Local Plan?
Traffic issues
Given the existing traffic issues around the narrow entrance to the School site, and similar issues with vehicle movements on-site, the possibility of these being exacerbated by any increases in such traffic due to construction and any non-School use of the planned facilities needs to be considered. However it is not clear how much extra traffic might be generated, other than during construction, dependant on whether there is to be extra use of the MUGA beyond normal school hours. A Traffic Assessment would normally be provided as evidence of existing traffic conditions even if no additional traffic was being predicted. It is notable that the current application does not have such an Assessment.
Drainage. 
A Planning Application would normally be expected to assess any potential problems with drainage and suggest how they would be tackled - and the substitution of a hard-surface for permeable grass would definitely produce a risk of extra run-off. An attenuation tank was fitted in 2018, presumably to deal with existing problems - it might not be adequate to deal with any extra water run-off as a result of the loss of grass. But the Application does not deal with that issue - normally a requirement in a planning application.
Surfacing.
There is no detail given of the type and quality of the surfacing of the proposed MUGA. Normally this would have been a subject to have been discussed during pre-application consultation: it seems from this omission, and other omissions, that if there was such pre-application consultation it was not very thorough.
Any Planning Permission would specify the MUGA surface; but it would normally be as a result of a proposal in the Application and there is none.
Lack of Consultation
A large number of objections have been made to this application, both from parents and local residents; with relatively few supporting comments. This might suggest that the School has not made a real attempt to consult its community, or to re-assure them that its plans do take account of their objections.
The letters sent by the School Head and Chair of Governors only went to parents - headed "Dear Parents and Carers". They do invite feedback from parents but propose no formal process other than "We encourage you to engage with the current process, either through direct contact with the School or the formal planning process". There is no indication that any other means was made use of, which might have also engaged local residents and neighbours - such as a public meeting which would have allowed questions and discussion. And many of the Objections do appear to be from parents.
The later letter from the Head – 20 Oct 2023, again addressed to 'Parents and Carers' – only suggests recipients “share it with residents”, and directs those interested to the School website. We do not think it is sufficient for the School to rely on parents to do their job for them – it is the School's responsibility to communicate with their neighbours and the local community.
A Planning Application should provide evidence the following of any external consultation process - and provide results in the way of numbers, comments, perhaps modifications as a result of suggestions etc. There isn't any of that.
Confusion about what is proposed and how fixed the plans are?
Quote from letter from the Governing Body , October 2023.
“I would like to remind you that no Governor decisions have been made around the proposal and how our outdoor provision will be enhanced. The Governing Body reaffirmed its position that the School needs to do something; what this looks like is still to be determined. The scenario detailed on the planning application was just one option. Environmental factors and our aim to improve the biodiversity of the school grounds are some of the main aspects of our decision making. We are continuing to seek to find a solution which meets the needs of the pupils and the environment.”
This is not realistic. The Planning Application clearly proposes only one planning scheme – for the MUGA and the running track. No others are even mentioned: if the School had other schemes in mind, that might achieve some of their curriculum and environmental aims they have they not been advanced. This application therefore can only be assessed on its own merits. Other applications might well have to be submitted if other schemes are subsequently put forward.
Other letters do not clarify this confusion. The running track is ruled out but is not formally withdrawn, but other matters such as drainage and surfacing are merely referred to the Planning Committee. 
Conclusion.
We are concerned that the process of forming proposals, communicating with not just parents but also neighbours and the local community, and submitting what is clearly an inadequate application has not been dealt with appropriately, and that the results of that process are that a great deal of dissatisfaction and hostility has been created; which does the School no good and is unlikely to achieve the desired results.

We suggest that the Application should be withdrawn, to clarify the proposals and to allow that process described above to happen. 
If it is not the Planning Committee should then sensibly refuse the Application and send it back to allow those consultations and discussions to happen, and the omissions and discrepancies detailed above to be remedied. 
For the Millhouses Ecclesall & Carter Knowle [MECK] Community Group
Mike Hodson, Secretary. 
Cheers Mike
