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THE PLAS POWER ESTATE
1.1
The Estate currently comprises of let agricultural and residential property and totals approximately 1,000 acres. It lies within a compact block to the south west of Wrexham straddling the A483 Wrexham By-pass with the farmland running up to Homestead Lane to the East.   The Estate is a traditional agricultural based estate in the ownership of trustees.
1.2
During the second half of the last century the rural economy changed and much of the original property and land was sold, Plas Power Hall was demolished, large areas of farmland were open cast mined for coal, the park was bisected by the A483 and much of the woodland was sold to the Woodland Trust.  
2.0 PLAS POWER HOME FARM
2.1
Home Farm land extends to approximately 480 acres. The Home Farm was formally run in hand, but from the early 1990’s to 2000 the land and farm buildings were let on short term arrangements to various farmers.  There is no main house at the farmstead and the traditional buildings have become outdated to modern farming practices, making re-letting unfeasible.  
2.2
About half the land was formally open cast mined for coal and although it was subject to a restoration programme it is of limited productivity and usable only for relatively extensive grass production. The remainder is used for arable cropping. There have been several attempts to market the farm as a leisure development opportunity as it had previously been granted planning consent for use as a golf course.  Although the scheme was widely marketed, there proved to be no demand for this type of development. In addition the potential for further open cast coal mining at Home Farm was explored by a local mining company in the mid 1990’s.  They concluded that planning consent would not be economic to pursue and have since dropped their interest. As a result the land directly surrounding the buildings is let to a local farmer however; the buildings have been redundant for a number of years and no longer serve Home Farm land.
3.0 ALTERNATIVE USES
3.1
Plas Power Home Farm buildings have been redundant from agricultural use for more than 5 years and only by finding a use that would generate income will it be possible to preserve the character and structure of the buildings.

3.2
In accordance with the Wrexham Unitary Development Plan and particularly Local Planning Guidance Note number 3 it is acceptable to consider alternative uses for redundant buildings in the Open Countryside.
3.3
As the accompanying structural report indicates the Plas Power Home Farm buildings are structurally sound and capable of conversion.  However, unless an economically viable reuse for the buildings can be identified their condition will deteriorate.

3.4
Strutt and Parker have investigated a number of possible alternative uses and have assessed these considering the following:

a) The existing communications infrastructure.

b) Demand and viability.

c) The sensitive nature of the area within the Open Countryside.

4.0 OPTIONS FOR FUTURE USE

Heavy Industrial

4.1
The position of the buildings within the Open Countryside and the access limitations make this option unviable.  As the section 7.0 of this report illustrates, any change of use of the buildings will require a new access to be formed but this would not be suitable for the large size and volume of vehicular usage that this option would create.  Such use would also require large openings and substantial alterations to the fabric of the buildings which would destroy their aesthetic and historical value and create an undesirable intrusion into the landscape.  

Light Industrial/Offices

4.2
Increased traffic movements that would result from the conversion of the barns to light industrial or office use would be detrimental to highway safety.  In certain circumstances the benefit of employment within the rural economy can justify such an increase in traffic.  However, in this case a large increase in vehicular movements to the property would be very disruptive to local residents and add to the traffic congestion on the A525.

4.3
Within the Wrexham Unitary Development Plan 114 hectares of employment land has been identified for this plan period.  The Ruthin Road development area of 15.2 hectares and Wrexham Technology Park of 5.3 hectares are located within 2 miles of the Plas Power Home Farm buildings.  Generally facilities offered to users on specialists sites such as these outweigh the expensive and complicated alternative offered by converting properties such as the buildings at Plas Power Home Farm.  The cost of a sympathetic conversion to light industrial and/or office use would be substantially more than the cost of acquiring existing, better serviced purpose built office space located in more desirable and sustainable developments closer to Wrexham Town centre.

Residential 

4.4
Residential conversion of the Home Farm buildings is likely to result in the least amount of traffic movements of the options we have investigated, even less than former agricultural use of the buildings by the estate. The proposed new access would improve the visibility splays for existing users of the access and assist the safety of the A525.

4.5
The structure of the building is well suited to residential conversion and it would need minimal alteration to provide individual units that would be inkeeping with the character of the surrounding area.  A conversion to residential use would release funds to enable the improvements to the two existing access points onto the A525.  Residential occupiers would safeguard the long term integrity of the building as they tend to pay a greater level of attention to detail and employ greater levels of effort to maintain the buildings in good state of repair.
Storage

4.6
As for light industrial or office use, storage would generate high traffic movements generally involving larger vehicles.


Such use will also have a detrimental affect on the adjoining residential dwellings.

4.7
Storage uses tend to require high level enclosure and the security improvements necessary can require structural alterations which would inevitably impact on the openness of the landscape.  The costs of conversion to a storage use are high and are not justified by the low returns achieved. With the additional cost incurred in creating the new access this option becomes completely unviable. There is low demand for this type of unit as more flexible and convenient storage facilities are available near the local business centres of Wrexham and Chester having the benefits as explained in 4.2 above.

5.0 STRUCTURAL STABILITY 
5.1
We have visited the site and made an inspection of the buildings, in order to establish whether they are worthy of retention and subsequent conversion.  

A structural report has been prepared and accompanies this report. 

6.0 DESIGN STATEMENT
6.1
Strutt & Parker has extensive experience in the design and conversion of similar buildings.  In previous projects they have been able to demonstrate an understanding of the character that traditional buildings provide as valuable rural assets.  The conversion scheme takes account of the guidance provided by Wrexham Borough Council in Local Planning Guidance Note 3 relating to the conversion of buildings in rural locations.  Specifically the principles of inclusive design will be adopted to create a development that makes a positive contribution to the local community and residential environment.
6.2 The conversion of the redundant farm buildings is contained within the existing footprint of the buildings where possible. The buildings that are not of substantial and sound construction are to be removed and existing outbuildings used for domestic storage and garaging wherever feasible.
EXTERIOR ELEVATIONS, FACINGS AND DETAILS
6.3 While some of the traditional buildings of the farm retain their original slate roof coverings, some of the barns forming the proposal which are later additions have modern corrugated sheet material roofs.  Our proposal seeks to maintain natural slate roofing on the older barns but retain more modern materials on the later additions with corrugated sheet roof coverings.  In order to achieve adequate light levels internally without disrupting the external elevations unnecessarily, some roof lights have been included in the proposals.  These would be in the form of simple glazing with black structural elements rather than modern Velux roof lights.  

6.4 The elevations, constructed in traditional brick and stone work, remain largely unaltered by our proposal with the window and door layout having been undertaken to utilise and safeguard the original openings.  Existing windows and features have been retained and where applicable blocked in openings re-opened with new windows inserted to achieve symmetry.  Large openings created since construction have been glazed to show evidence of the historic development and evolution of the building.  Their impact is reduced by the provision of timber framed windows and doors to lessen the residential feel and retain the agricultural character. 
6.5 Large openings are to be simply glazed, with the glazing to be set within the opening and set back at least 100mm to show the main structural stone/brickwork of the barns.  Other features such as the ventilation openings will be glazed internally to ensure weather exclusion.  New windows are to have the same glazing style as any existing windows of the barns.  Any new doors will be of a traditional vertical matchboard type as indicated. 

6.6 As the buildings already are provided with a substantial amount of guttering, it is intended that new cast guttering will be installed as this will help to prevent deterioration of the brickwork and improve the long-term survival of the building.  The guttering is designed to be in keeping with the age of the structure.

Internal Arrangements
6.7 Internally the design has been executed around the constraints of the existing building, taking into account the current openings, heights and original truss positions.  Planning has achieved the retention of valuable historic fabric including the original trusses and overall spatial form of the barns.  
6.8 Detailing in the main barn, such as steps within landing areas and split staircases, enable adequate head height on the first floor in the main barn without damage to the roof or having to substantially modify the existing floor heights.  Roof trusses are to be retained where possible and will be visible from the ground floor by raising the ceilings slightly in between the roof structure.  Where the trusses coincide with partition walls below, the walls are 
to be slightly off-centred so that the truss can remain visible entirely within one room rather than infilled and be of little value to either room.

6.9 Within the main barn, rather than try to achieve a substantial number of units, the indicative site plan shows the barn to the south to be retained as a single unit whilst the rest of the complex of barns is to be split into three units each of reasonably generous proportions.  This enables the requirement for new openings to be kept to an absolute minimum.  Where new partitions are needed, these leave rooms of reasonable proportions and follow the pattern of the existing sub-divisions elsewhere within the barns.

7.0 ACCESS 
INTRODUCTION

7.1
The applicants commissioned Landform Highway Planning Consultants to carry out preliminary investigations into the highway improvements that would be necessary in order to allow the conversion of the existing redundant farm buildings at Home Farm to residential use.  An assessment was carried out by Stan Booth and constructive discussions followed with Pete Douthwaite of the Wrexham County Borough Council Highways Department.  Agreement was reached on a suitable highway and access improvement scheme that now forms part of the planning application.

EXISTING HIGHWAY AND ACCESS CONDITIONS
7.2
The site is situated south of the A525 Ruthin Road, a Class 1 road carrying a considerable volume of traffic.  It is in a rural area midway between Wrexham to the east and Coedpoeth to the west and is subject to the national 60 mph speed limit.  In the area of the site, the road is of a winding nature with restricted forward visibility over much of its length and it only has a footway on the north side.  There is a high wall along the site frontage and a narrow 1m wide highway verge. 

7.3
There are currently 2 access points – one at each end of the site, that serve the 4 existing residential properties and limited farming use.  The main farming activity being based on other roads to the south of the site.  The high wall severely restricts visibility for vehicles leaving the site from either access and a convex mirror has been provided opposite the eastern access to try and improve the situation, but it is not particularly effective.  In addition, neither of the accesses is of sufficient width to allow all types of vehicles to pass, so it can be states with certainty that every vehicle that currently exits the site is a potential danger to all users on the A525.

PROPOSED HIGHWAY AND ACCESS IMPROVEMENTS
7.4
A radar speed survey of vehicles travelling in both directions along the A525 was carried out on the 4th July 2006 and this showed that the 85%ile wet weather speeds were 42.5 mph from Wrexham and 41.5 mph from Coedpoeth.  The visibility standards laid down in Planning Policy Wales – Technical Advice Note 18: Transport (TAN 18) indicates that the appropriate major road visibility distance for those speeds is 120m and the minor road distance is 2.4m.  However, it was subsequently found that, due to the site being on the inside of the bend, the alignment of the road and the position of the proposed access, the available major road, visibility is well in excess of that and 160m in each direction is shown on the application drawing. 

7.5
The layout of the proposed junction meets the Council’s standards and footways will be provided at the junction with the A525 to allow pedestrians to stand in safety while waiting to crossing to the footway on the opposite side. 

7.6
There will be a small increase in traffic moving on and off the A525, but it will be more than offset by the removal of the dangers associated with existing substandard accesses and the farm traffic associated with the buildings. 

7.7
Examination of options for the location of a single access that meet the full visibility standards and with the least visual impact resulted in it being positioned as shown on the application drawing.  Part of the existing wall will be demolished and rebuilt behind the visibility splay and the 2 existing accesses will be closed and the openings removed.  The visual impact of the highway improvement scheme will be minimal, with the existing 2 accesses being replaced by a single access and the total width of opening in the wall along the site frontage being slightly reduced. 

7.8
The internal road meets the Council’s standards for an adoptable road.  Some of the proposed dwellings will then be served by a number of private drives, none of which will serve more than 5 dwellings which is also in line with the Council’s standards.

CONCLUSION
7.9
The existing site accesses are severely substandard both in visibility and width.  Consequently, vehicles using these accesses present considerable danger for all other users of the A525.  Any improvement in the access situation will therefore provide significant highway safety benefits.

7.10
The proposed highway and access improvements address the current deficiencies and provide an access with visibility well in excess of standards set out in TAN 18.  There is also the added bonus of improved forward visibility for vehicles travelling along the A525 due to the setting back of the wall. 

7.11
There is therefore clear evidence to suggest that approval of the proposal and subsequent provision of the highway and access improvements will be of benefit to all road users of the A525 by the removal the significant dangers that exist from the current vehicular activity associated with the site.

8.0 LANDSCAPE
8.1
A careful balance has been struck between the need to achieve some privacy to the new units while at the same time maintaining the open feel of a traditional farmstead. The curtilage to each dwelling has been designed to follow existing hedgerows and fences where possible, and any existing hedgerows and trees will be maintained and preserved.  Any new hedgerows will be planted to maintain and enhance the natural environment and ecology of the area.  These would be similar to other field boundaries in the vicinity.  Individual gardens will be separated by simplified boundary materials rather than domestic style fencing.  Gardens will be lawned to relate with the adjacent pasture land.  

8.2
The curtilage of each dwelling has been limited to preserve the openness and character of the existing landscape, land that is not outlined as residential curtilage will form paddock and grazing land to maintain the current rural setting.
9.0 SERVICES 
There are existing supplies of electricity and water to the site.  Neighbouring properties enjoy oil fired heating systems although the gas main pipe running along the A525 to Coedpoeth would be utilised. Sewage disposal would be by way of a self contained bio disc treatment plant with soakaway drainage.  The existing clean water run off would continue. 
10.0
CONCLUSION
Since the Home Farm Buildings became redundant approximately 5 years ago it has become necessary to identify alternative uses in order to maintain them.  These alternative uses have been identified and fully appraised in this report.  Our findings illustrate that residential conversion of the site would be of least impact to the area whilst also ensuring the preservation of the buildings and enhancement of the landscape.  Such reuse would accord with Local Planning Guidance Note 3, the existing Wrexham UDP, and the criteria set out in Technical Advice Note 6.
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