Planning Application:  DC/05/61385

Quaggy Flood Alleviation Scheme – Manor Park Regeneration
The Quaggy Waterways Action Group (QWAG) wishes to make the following comments in reference to the above planning application.

1. Consultation Meeting Record (Appendix A of the Planning Application)
A record of the key points made by QWAG at a consultation meeting with Halcrow and the Environment Agency on the 1st November 2005 is reproduced in the application. However, QWAG’s most important comment, that the river should be integrated into the main recreational area of the park and any security fencing or planting should be on the residents’ side of the river, has been omitted.
The walls referred to in comments 4 and 5 of the record have not been specified correctly. The wall is the one leading from the entrance in Manor Park to the main body of the park. QWAG suggested ornamental planting that would enhance the wall rather than covering it.

2. Project Summary (Section 1)
QWAG fully supports the aspirations outlined in the project summary, in particular, “Increases access to the Quaggy River and improved opportunities to view the river and enjoy its wildlife such as kingfishers and grey wagtails.”
3. Designing out Crime (Section 2.2.3)

Although it is not directly stated in the text of this section, the Landscape Master Plan indicates that the “densely vegetated band of thorny species” is to be on the park side of the river – in other words, a stretch of river of approximately 150 metres is to be hidden away from park users.

QWAG’s view is that such planting, far from looking “in keeping with the woodland character of the riverside” is effectively an extended hedge. This is the sort of obstacle that isolates the river and stops it from being integrated into the park – and it was for that very reason that hedges were removed from both sides of the River Quaggy in Chinbrook Meadows in 2002.

This thick band of dense vegetation would prevent people enjoying views of and gaining access to the river. Rather than reducing the risk of crime, by forming a screen it could actually encourage miscreants to carry out criminal and anti-social activities at the backs of houses free from observation.

The dense vegetation would also have a detrimental effect on the river’s ecosystem by reducing the light level over a considerable distance.

QWAG proposes is that some planting of native trees and shrubs should be carried out here, but only to add visual interest and wildlife value – and certainly not to hide the river from view. A couple of paths could be laid out to small informal seating areas by the river.
If this “densely vegetated band of thorny species” (and the railings discussed in the following section) are thought to be necessary for the security of properties in Leahurst Road, then they should be relocated to the far side of the river.

4. Access to the River (Section 2.2.4)

Referring to the river edge and steep slopes in the park, the application states that “If no riverside boundary is put into place, this represents a health and safety risk which is not acceptable.” QWAG strongly challenges this assertion, regarding it as an old fashioned and outmoded view of rivers in urban environments.
There are numerous examples locally of rivers being integrated into the surrounding environment:
· The River Ravensbourne has a similar profile of slopes and mature trees along the river’s edge where it flows through Beckenham Place Park.

· Long sections of the path alongside the River Pool between Catford and Lower Sydenham have a vertical drop of up two metres to the river.
· Further upstream on the River Quaggy at Chinbrook Meadows and Sutcliffe Park the river has been fully integrated into the surrounding parkland. At these locations there are board walks and dipping platforms over deeper water than is likely to be encountered in Manor Park.

At none of these locations has it been thought necessary or desirable to put “boundaries” in place. Indeed, the application refers to Chinbrook Meadows and Sutcliffe Park as locations where a successful restoration and integration of the river has taken place – without any hedges, railings or other such boundaries.
The slopes quoted in the application (between 11.5O (1in 5) and 30O (1in 2)) are actually not particularly steep and QWAG firmly believes that people – including children - do use common sense in seeking out the gentler gradients and avoiding the steeper sections. QWAG believes that the health and safety risk of the river edge in Manor Park to be far smaller than the application implies and well within acceptable limits.

QWAG’s view is that fencing sends out the wrong message about rivers – that they are dangerous, ‘bad’ places to be avoided, rather than exciting educational and recreational resources. The application’s text states that “such a railing would also be highly visually intrusive and would have significant negative impact on the naturalistic woodland and riverside character… ...unacceptable as a solution across the whole river edge”, and yet the Landscape Master Plan indicates the provision of permanent railings 1.5 metres high stretching for some 100 metres at the western end of the park – although not the entire length of the river in the park, a very significant proportion of it.

QWAG proposes that there should be no boundary restricting access to the river – no railings or other fencing should be installed. This view is echoed by the public consultation, which states “Opinion on access to the River Quaggy… …was heavily weighted towards no railings, with twelve people requesting open access to the river, and three people requesting a railing.”
If railings (and the “densely vegetated band of thorny species” discussed in the previous section) are thought to be necessary for the security of properties in Leahurst Road, then they should be relocated to the far side of the river. One resident is recorded as stating, “I’m really unhappy about the fencing issue vis-à-vis gardens backing on to the park. Leahurst (Road) residents may fear for their security but I feel strongly that the river should be an asset for park users, sloping down so that users can approach the water unimpeded.”
5.  Entrance Gardens from Weardale Road and Manor Park (Section 2.2.6)
QWAG would add to the list: “Make use of the existing wall leading from the entrance in Manor Park to the main body of the park as an attractive feature – using ornamental plants to enhance the wall rather than completely covering it.”
6. Riverside and Naturalistic Planting (Section 2.2.7)
QWAG suggests that at least some, if not all, sections of the riverside should be allowed to colonise naturally. A section left to do so at Chinbrook Meadows is now the most ecologically diverse, while a series of problems arose from artificial seeding from inappropriate mixes.

7. Selective Tree Removal (Section 2.2.8)
QWAG suggests that as much felled timber as possible should be incorporated into the park – as informal seating, log piles in remote corners for small invertebrates, loggeries for stag beetles, sculptures, etc.
8. Recreation Facilities (Appendix A)
In the public consultation ten respondents specifically asked for more recreation space and facilities for young people. QWAG suggests that the river itself should not be overlooked as a play and exploration area. The River Quaggy has proved highly successful in this respect in parks elsewhere. Perhaps a small dipping platform could be provided.

QWAG has had erected five interpretation boards along the River Quaggy and would happy to take on a similar project in the park if sponsorship could be found.
9. Proposed New Entrance (Appendix A)
QWAG is aware of a campaign against the provision of a footbridge linking the park to a new entrance in Longhurst Road at some future date. The campaigners assert that (i) a new entrance is not needed, (ii) it will result in anti-social elements of the community congregating in its vicinity and causing a nuisance in the local area, and (iii) the entrance emerges at a dangerous corner of the road.
Responses to the public consultation were heavily weighted in favour of a new entrance and QWAG too is of the opinion that it would be beneficial. Contrary to the campaigners first assertion, it would open up new routes through the park and reduce the isolated feel of the southern area. In QWAG’s opinion the increased footfall through this section of the park engendered by a new entrance would actually make it safer and less likely to be frequented by potential troublemakers.
However, this planning application does not seek to create a new entrance to the park and so QWAG believes that objections to the application on that basis are inadmissible. Instead, the arguments of both proponents and opponents should be properly addressed when and if a specific planning application for a new entrance is sought.
10. Summary
QWAG feels very strongly that, in respect of the River Quaggy, the proposals put forward in this planning application do not match the aspirations for the project outlined in the project summary. 
Specifically, the proposed plan only minimally integrates the river into the park. This is in stark contrast to the recent successful restorations at Chinbrook Meadows and Sutcliffe Park, where dull, little-used open spaces have been dramatically transformed by making the river and its associated wetlands fully accessible to the public. It is this very integration that has been the key to the success of these schemes.
QWAG feels very strongly that a huge opportunity is being missed to realise the full potential of Manor Park. QWAG believes that by following the proposals outlined in this document – most importantly the replacement of the “densely vegetated band” by far less dense, more sympathetic planting and the complete removal of the railings – the park could be a far more valuable asset to the local community.
