Agenda Item: 6

Full Council

Date: 29 April 2025

Title: 6 — 8 High Street Thame OX9 2BU

Contact Officer: Graeme Markland, Neighbourhood Plan Continuity Officer

Proposed Development

1. The application description of planning application P25/S0896/FUL states the proposal is for
the:

Redevelopment, including partial demolition of existing building and construction of new
building to rear, for a mixed use development including commercial units (Use Class E) and
nine new apartments.

2. The frontage is currently divided into what appears as three separate buildings. The
proposal would involve a major reworking of the frontages of the two outer elements and a
more modest change to the middle one. To the rear, the double and single-storey elements
of the former supermarket would be largely demolished to form a courtyard with a wing on
the eastern boundary that would run to the rear of the courtyard.

3. The current footpath to Southern Road car park would be widened along most of its length,
and new commercial and residential units built south of the courtyard overlooking the
courtyard, alleyway and car park. This rear element would be two storey in height, with a
third residential storey sitting within ridged roof forms.

Background

4. The application site formerly stretched back into Southern Road car park and hosted a
private, 16" Century house. This was used for education purposes for around 100 years
until 1948. The building lay vacant for over 15 years until its demolition in 1965. The former
Co-operative supermarket was formed from the amalgamation of two buildings purpose-built
for supermarket use in 1966/67 and 1978/79, respectively. A third unit, number 8 High Street
was incorporated into the Co-op’s ownership around 1989; it is believed to have been built
in the late 1960s.

5. A plague explaining the site’s historic buildings and use was added to the front of Unit 6 in
1990 by the Thame Girls’ Grammar School Guild.

6. Around 2007 a separate unit was formed for Co-op Travel and the shopfront was altered
accordingly.

7. The site, including the flats with sitting tenants above, was sold in 2020. Co-op Travel moved
into Buttermarket shortly after. The new owner granted annual lease extensions to the Co-
op supermarket until early 2023, when it closed. Co-operative Funeral Care remain in
business inside 8 High Street, adjacent to the alley leading to the Southern Road car park.

8. Ahead of the closure the owner held pre-application discussions with the Town and District
Councils regarding the future of the site. Market interest was tested during this period for
specific uses. The site was subsequently sold on to its current owners who again held
detailed pre-application meetings with both Councils prior to submitting this proposal for
consideration.
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Policy Considerations — the Development Plan and National Policy

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

Heritage. The site is within Thame Conservation Area and is surrounded east and west and
sits opposite buildings that are all Listed, with the exception of the Post Office which is a
Building of Local Note. On the east boundary at the rear of the site there is a short section
(around 7 metres) of an “important wall” which indicates the direction and width of the former
burgage plot divider between the site and 5 High Street (now Boots the Chemist).

The buildings do not have any recognised heritage value, although they are gently praised
within the Thame Character Area Appraisal for being “fairly well” designed in terms of scale
and form and for having correctly proportioned windows. The appraisal does, however,
criticise the tall window / panel arrangement to Unit 6 and notes the jettied bay above Co-op
Funeral as being too prominent.

The impact of the development should, therefore, be limited to how it will either preserve or
enhance Thame Conservation Area and the setting of the Listed Buildings. It is intended to
retain the site’s built form on the frontage, while attempting to introduce more sympathetic
windows, shopfronts and materials. The proposed changes are discussed in greater detail
within the Design section below, but in heritage terms it is felt the proposed changes on the
High Street will have a positive, beneficial impact on the TCA and heritage buildings and
positively add to local character. The proposal’s frontage would be in compliance with SODC
LP 2035 Policies TH1, ENV6, ENV7 and ENV8, the SODC Joint Design Guide and TNP2
Policy CPQ3.

Retail. The proposal would result in the loss of some 960 sqg.m. of retail and commercial
floorspace, about 500 sq.m. of which would be retail floorspace. This would appear contrary
to SODC LP 2035 Policy TH1 and TC5 in reducing Class E ground floor space without
submitted evidence of proactive marketing of the property.

The requirement to do this is notably absent from the pre-application advice given to the
applicant by the District Council. The District Council have an established methodology for
testing whether the marketing of Class E space has been adequate and this matter should
be addressed in order to ensure the development is in conformity with local policy. Members
will be aware that the site has been marketed through local agents with prominent signage
upon the property itself for at least 18 months and so this may be a formality.

The Town Council has been separately informed, however, that there has been little interest
shown in the site due to the peculiarities of its layout. The applicant has declared to the
Town Council and within their Planning Statement that they aim to subdivide existing / create
new units of a size sought after within the Thame area. The Town Council has observed that
small units on and off the High Street do appear to be in high demand with little or no time
passing between leases or owners. Meanwhile, larger buildings especially those developed
for singular purposes, e.g. banks, appear to require much alteration and adaption prior to
occupation and remain vacant for longer periods.

The units on the ground floor would remain within Class E use and be sized between 91 to
198 sg.m. (gross internal area) and the commercial unit on the first floor, around 136 sq.m.
With most of these having direct access to the High Street frontage, to / from the courtyard
area or onto the footpath leading to Southern Road car park they will be prominent, have
considerable passing trade and would likely be attractive to prospective occupiers.

Through proposing appropriately sized Class E units that are likely to be sought after by the
types of businesses that seek space in Thame in line with the District's Town Centre
hierarchy, the scheme would be in conformity with SODC LP 2035 Policy TH1 and TC2 and
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TNP2 Policy GDR2. The flexible use of Class E would also allow for a range of retail and
business uses for small and medium-sized businesses, in line with Policy EMP2.

17. Residential. The provision of 9 new dwellings and the proposed improvement of the existing
ones within the Town Centre is compatible with TNP2 Policy GDH1 in that the units will by
default have good access to services and facilities. They will also be within practical walking
/ wheeling distance of public open space, schools and Thame Leisure Centre.

18. It is proposed to keep the existing 4 flats above the High Street which have been presented
as one-bed units with studies. A similar, new one-bed flat would be made at first floor level
above 6 High Street. Eight two-bed flats would be built above the new ground floor
commercial units. All of the new flats are claimed to meet the requirements of the nationally
described space standards in line with the SODC LP 2035 Policy H11 and Joint Design
Guide.

19. Policy H11 requires a mix of dwelling types and sizes to be provided. The site is relatively
constrained and would arguably not suit traditional homes meaning the use of flats is
considered appropriate. While the new and existing one-bed units have been presented as
having “only” 1 bedroom, the “study” would in all cases meet the national standard for a
single bed room. As the national space standards arguably do not apply to the existing units
it is likely that all of the flats should be seen as 2-bed units, meaning the need to provide a
mix of sizes of dwellings has not been observed.

20. All flats will have external amenity space. The new units to the rear of the High Street will
“only” have balconies, but all appear large enough for practical use including for seating in
line with the Joint Design Guide.

Access and transport

21. The applicant has submitted a Transport Statement and Travel Plan Statement in support of
their application.

22. The proposal is for a “car free” development. The applicant has proposed bicycle parking in
line with OCC standards, 24 spaces for the commercial element. Parking for these would
be provided under a jettied first floor overhang adjacent to the proposed retail units.

23. Some 43 spaces would be provided within a two secure stores for the 9 new flats with 5
spaces provided for the 4 existing flats. The main store would be located south of 6 High
Street with a smaller one provided off the alleyway, behind what is currently Co-op Funeral.

24. The site is limited in terms of the car parking it could offer, and OCC parking policy aims to
preclude its provision for commercial development and discourage it for new residential
buildings within Town Centres. This provision should be in conformity with SODC 2035 LP
Policy TRANS2, TRANS4 and TRANSS and TNP2 Policy GAAT1 with regards to bicycle
parking.

25. The site is central and within easy access of bus services. Workers and shoppers may,
therefore, have the option of commuting or visiting using public transport.

26. The applicant is somewhat hampered by the availability of up-to-date travel to work
information (the Census 2011 being the most up to date available). Their Assessment has
made assumptions regarding anticipated staff and visitor trips and methods of travel that
avoid the use of private cars. While data has been presented on expected trip rates only
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27.

28.

29.
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peak hour trips are available for comparison against the former supermarket use. The
applicant expects the peak hour trips to be lower.

The Assessment has also attempted to take account of “trips” made through other means
(online visits and purchases, etc.).

One assumption made is that the expected delivery / service trips to the site will be lower,
given the proposed reduction in overall commercial / retail floorspace. This is not necessarily
comparable; the former supermarket appears to have been serviced by between 1 — 3 HGV
trips, daily, while each of the new 9 units could receive any number of daily trips from a
variety of vehicles — or none.

The overall reduction in gross floorspace of some 650 sq.m. of “active” retail and commercial
floorspace may have an impact on visitor trip generation. Given the complexities of
calculating customer and service trips, the effect of online trade and the variety of uses Class
E would allow the units to be used for, however, it would be difficult to provide trip figures
that would confidently allow the proposal’s impact on the local highway network to be judged.

Water and drainage

30.

31.

Within their Drainage Statement the applicant states Thames Water has confirmed they have
adequate sewerage capacity for the proposal.

Regarding surface water drainage, the applicant has claimed an existing soakaway could,
alongside the introduction of raised raingardens, permeable paving, a geo-cellular store and
soakaway attenuate and discharge water to accommodate a 1 in 100 year rainfall event, with
40% allowance for climate change. It is claimed approaching 60% less water will enter the
existing soakaway. If the calculations are supported by the District’'s Drainage engineer, the
proposal is likely to be in conformance with LP 2035 Policy EP4 and TNP2 Policy NEF1
through using sustainable drainage systems.

Energy and sustainability

32.

33.

34.

For the new-build residential elements the applicant claims they will work to higher standards
of build / fabric and through the utilisation of electric heating (including air source heat pump)
reduce CO2 emissions by 47.57% over Part L, in excess of SODC LP 2035 Policy
requirements. For the commercial buildings BREEAM compliance of “Excellent” will be
targeted. It is not clear what, if any upgrades the existing flats will receive although they
should at least benefit from new, possibly uprated windows and modern ventilation.

The applicant has also committed to target water use of 105 litres per person for the
residential units and aim for a 40% reduction for the commercial buildings. This will be
achieved through the use of water efficient infrastructure including sensor-led drip irrigation
for the landscape elements.

The above appears to be in conformity with TNP2 Policy CPQ5 for energy use, but does not
quite reach the maximum water efficiency standard of 100 litres per day per person.

Report Author: Graeme Markland

Page 4



Agenda Item: 6

Ecology and Biodiversity Net Gain

35.

36.

37.

38.

The applicant has submitted Preliminary Ecological Appraisal, a Biodiversity Net Gain
Assessment and Tree Survey Report that have been assessed by the District’s Ecologist
and Forestry Officer.

It is proposed to remove the two hornbeams from the alleyway. The report notes their roots
are causing uplift to the paving and the adjacent wall to 9 High Street is being damaged,
probably by the extraction of moisture. The applicant’'s Tree Survey declares these as
unsuitable trees for this area and it is noted that extant planning permission PO6/E0596
would allow for their removal. While off-site, a third tree, a wild cherry adjacent to the car
park to the rear of 9 High Street would be protected throughout the development from harm.

The District’s Forestry Officer advises that the hornbeams do not act as a constraint on
development but notes their amenity value as “fairly significant”. Their proposed
replacements are not judged to adequately mitigate against their loss which should result in
a net gain in tree canopy cover. Improvements to the landscaping and planting plan are
seen as required to bring the proposal in line with LP 2035 Policies EVN1, ENV2, DES1 and
DES2 and the Joint Design Guide.

There is agreement that bat surveys will need to be carried out. The District’'s Ecologist
notes this should be submitted to allow them to give a final assessment of the application.
SODC notes that any tree planting on site will need monitoring for the minimum 30-year
period and requests planning conditions to secure the funding for this, and for the off-site
credits required to compensate of the loss of biodiversity from the site.

Design

39.

40.

41.

The applicant undertook pre-application advice with the Town and District Councils. The
District has published the formal advice they gave, which the applicant mostly claims to have
heeded.

The existing frontage will be altered:

o Number 6 will have low, panel stall-risers installed along with new ground floor
windows. The upper windows will be “regularised” over both floors, with the
uppers forming small, lead-covered flat-roofed dormers cutting through the
eaves. The 1%t and 2" floors would be rendered.

e Number 7 will remain relatively similar, with “Georgian” multi-panel sash windows
on the first floor being the most notable change.

o Number 8 will receive new brick stall risers and a recessed shop entrance. The
jettied upper window would be removed, brick slips would be added to both floors
with contrasting details around the windows and contrasting friezes added across
all floors. All upper windows would again be replaced with multi-panel sash. Two
new windows would be placed on the alleyway side.

¢ Numbers 6 and 7 will have downpipes to first floor level only; number 8, to ground.

e All buildings will receive new fascia for company / business name.

The submitted Design and Access Statement and the plans demonstrate that as far as the
High Street is concerned the applicant has considered the site’s setting and local character.
The site would respond much better with to the neighbouring buildings and street scene and
the proposed changes would help emphasise the traditional frontage widths. The use of
more traditional materials and fenestration in line with the TNP2 Design Code will particularly
help the proposed frontages sit more comfortably within the street scene. It is considered
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43.

44,

45,

46.

47.

48.

49.
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each building will be better able to stand on their own merits against the more highly valued
heritage buildings and collectively make and maintain a positive contribution to the vitality of
the Town Centre. This element of the proposal meets TNP2 Policies CPQ1 in responding
well to local character and CPQ3, in introducing an appropriate design to the Town Centre.

The improvements to the frontage, and the adjoining footpath to Southern Road car park,
are considered to be in line with TNP2 Policy GDR2, which seeks enhancement of the public
realm which improve the quality of the pedestrian environment and CPQ3, which seeks well
overlooked pedestrian routes. The addition of new windows onto the alleyway should
similarly reduce the fear of crime and encourage its use in line with TNP Policy GAA1.

The new built element provides a rare opportunity to increase the number of retail units in
Thame. The applicant points out the site rises from the High Street to the rear (by 1.5m)
which means any rear development above 1% floor risks being seen as overbearing. The
applicant describes how they have tried to reduce the impact of the development by reflecting
the former burgage plot lines in their design. Two are suggested by gable ends while the
third remains open as a service yard for the new and existing buildings and provides rear
access to Number 6.

Small, dormer windows at second floor level are in keeping with Joint Design Guide and
TNP2 Design Code preferences.

The applicant has stated they have introduced a variety of roof forms and kept heights low
by inserting the second floor flats into the roof. To provide adequate height for occupiers the
two adjoining gables are joined by a flat-roof section, with the north and south elevations
pitched and covered in tiles to suggest pitched rooves. The introduction of recessed balcony
on the eastern gable and use of differing materials may also help break up the built form and
provide a sense of character and change over time.

The choice of materials are reflected in the immediate area and are, therefore, appropriate.

Regardless, the rear element is large and extends closer to the Southern Road car park than
the existing buildings. There is the risk that the development could feel too overdeveloped
and out of keeping with the area, contrary to TNP2 Policies CPQ1 and CPQ3. The cross-
ridge element, albeit set back, adds bulk at height and serves to merge the burgage plot
delineations once again.

The development would, however, provide the benefit of new retail units and new, purpose-
built apartments and help deliver an overall improvement to Thame’s environment. The
courtyard between the front and rear elements will bring a welcome, relatively quiet external
seating area in Thame for visitors and residents.

The pre-application advice from SODC expressed concern that the rear element could be at
risk of dominating the frontage buildings, unlike the majority of rear burgage plot
development in Thame. It is unlikely that much of the frontage buildings will be visible above
or around the proposed new rear element from the Southern Road car park. The District
may be concerned that in accepting this size and scale of rear development a precedence
could be formed within Thame. The “alleyway” elevation helps demonstrate the District’s
concern. It is not clear if sufficient changes have been made to overcome the District’s
objection in this matter.
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Summary

50. The proposal has many benefits. The rear element of the proposed scheme would, however,
appear as quite dominant in the environment of the Southern Road car park, a main
pedestrian route into the High Street. This would be contrary to TNP2 Policy CPQ1 and
CPQs3.

51. Regardless of the Town Council’s decision, a comment should be submitted to ensure the
plague on the front of Number 6 is protected and maintained into the future. If moved, it
should be given greater prominence in the finished scheme.

52. A comment regarding the housing mix should also be submitted to the District Council as
they would need to agree with our assessment of the proposed housing mix.

Recommendation:

53. For the reason given above, it is recommended that Thame Town Council submits the
recommended comments and objects to this proposal.
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