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Overview and Scrutiny Response

Below are the comments made by Overview and Scrutiny members and co-optees in 
relation to the five themes focused on during the workshop.

Group 1 - Economic Ambition

Comments
 There is need for a clearer industrial strategy within the County Durham Plan. 

Need detail of the key employment areas that are emerging and where these 
feature within the Plan. Specific sectors referenced here included 
Engineering; Energy and Digital. How does the plan seek to attract such 
industries into Durham offering high quality jobs– what provision is made 
within the Plan for these sectors and how will the benefits of high quality jobs 
on the strategic employment sites reach other communities in the county 
including rural communities?

 Need for the Plan to reflect the skills development needs already identified for 
the County.

 Need for the CDP to take account of those key Development Plans being 
produced by our neighbouring Local Authorities.

 In a number of emerging industrial /manufacturing sectors the importance of 
excellent IT/Broadband infrastructure across County Durham is essential, 
particularly when looking to develop entrepreneurship and smaller micro-
businesses.

 Retail provision - Concern at how attractive County Durham is as an area to 
develop new retail businesses, particularly in view of high business rates/rents 
within the County, car parking provision, larger units with cheaper rents 
outside of town centres.

 Town centres have to evolve and offer an experience, plan needs to help with 
this more flexibility in relation to change of usage. 

 Does the County Durham Plan “enable” investment/economic activity rather 
than “frustrate” it?



 There may be cases where Town Centres need to contract to allow them to 
remain vibrant and attractive.

 Does the Plan promote the retention of Durham University graduates/ How do 
we keep expertise so that Durham can be a world class centre of innovation? 
Reference made to the long term ambition for the Aykley Heads site and 
developments like Salvus House.

 The Plan should be promoted jointly with our educational partners to ensure 
that graduate skills can be matched effectively with industry/employment.

 In relation to car parking charges there is a disparity throughout the County in 
relation to the parking offer from DCC, there was also private carparks.  Most 
shoppers wanted to park as close as possible to the shop.  Town centres do 
not have the unit space that the retailers want.

 Town centres are declining - banks are closing in towns and villages with 
residents expected to use online banking and retailers are finding customers 
go into the shop to see a product then check to see if they can get it online 
cheaper.  Need to consider how we develop our town centres.

 There are a lot of pit villages, and when the pits closed, one Member felt not 
enough had been done for that area – this is common across the County.  
The CPD is going forward, and aims to address what is needed in these areas 
now.  People change and live differently, change is ongoing.  People are 
shopping differently, people may choose to travel to get the school of choice 
for their child – this all has impacted on the local economy.  There needs to be 
a balanced, mixed economy.

 Another village (Sacriston) had a lot of money spent on it, Durham Works had 
been involved.  The result being that there are now a number of 
entrepreneurs who cannot find premises.  A lot of people want to work but 
cannot afford to get work, e.g. travel into Durham City is expensive when they 
are on low/minimum wage, or are offered part-time work. There is a lot of new 
housing, but it has become a commuter village – people do not stay or spend 
money in local businesses.  The main street is now full of takeaways, off 
licences or has been returned into residential housing.

 In relation to rural areas, there is a need for adequate public transport, access 
to banks, schools, health provision and services, and affordable homes



Group 2 – Right Homes in the Right Places

Comments
 Mapping in County Durham Plan out of date – needs to identify sites where 

planning approval has already been given when going out to public 
consultation.  Example given a site in Willington has already got approval for 
250 homes not included on CDP map.  The CDP map shows a housing 
allocation for Willington which identifies a further site for housing of 200 
homes.

 Issue with some developers siting on housing sites in the county – land 
banking.

 Need to ensure that developers deliver on what is agreed by planning 
committee - history of developers changing original proposal through 
variations and therefore not delivering the number of affordable homes 
previously agreed in original consent. There is a need for more affordable 
housing in the county, increasing the opportunity for residents of County 
Durham to become home owners.  The plan needs to ensure that the 
developers are required to deliver the number of affordable homes identified 
in the original proposal. 

 In relation to Bearpark concern about the site identified for the additional 50 
homes displacing a local employment site.  Need to provide more employment 
land alongside new housing.

 In relation to Newton Aycliffe, Low Copelaw proposed development concern 
about it being in the wrong place beyond the A167 and outside what is 
considered the settlement area.

 Concerns over site H22 at Crook in terms of location and viability.  If section 
106 monies go to the Western Relief Road there will be a lack of 106 monies 
to develop infrastructure locally.  For example, a new play park is required 
under the play strategy for this site.  What alternative sites including 
brownfield sites have been discounted and why?  Alternative sites in Crook 
should be pursued.

 Section 106 money should be retained within the local area where the 
development is taking place to develop infrastructure.

 Housing type across the county does not always meet need or aspirations. In 
relation to 10% older persons requirement, this is too broad a statement – 
each area has to be looked at separately, more flexibility to see what is 
appropriate.  Also need to look at suitability of site for older people’s 
accommodation e.g. older persons housing may not be appropriate on a steep 
site with a long walk to services and facilities.



 The number of proposed houses in Crook has been reduced significantly.  
This will reduce the future viability of the town as one of the major towns in the 
plan.  Additional bungalows and affordable housing are required to future 
proof the town.  Crook has a declining number of residents due to single 
occupancy and declining pupil numbers as well as an aging population.  
Increasing residents will boost the local economy, ensure rural school 
numbers are maintained and that the elderly can continue to remain in the 
local area.

 In relation to Brandon football ground and the Oaks, Esh Winning concern 
about sites left derelict for a number of years after demolition of housing has 
taken place.

 Positive to see specialist housing in plan, need to ensure consultation with 
Alzheimer’s and Dementia Society, visually impaired groups, disabled groups 
etc.

 Need to ensure that the right infrastructure is in place to support housing 
development in CDP including roads, schools, GP surgeries and public 
transport including retaining public transport on our existing large housing 
estates in the county.

 New homes in the county need access to broadband (fibre) provision to 
enable connectivity especially in rural areas.

 Need to look at replacing/renewing original power grid infrastructure, concern 
as to whether current power infrastructure can cope with electric vehicle car 
charging points and housing development proposed in the emerging County 
Durham Plan.

 Issue with private landlords/investors buying up apartments/homes to rent 
privately and the type of tenant attracted to the private rented sector.

 Would the Purpose Built Student Accommodation (PBSA) actually free up 
Houses of Multiple Occupation.  Can DCC lobby Government so that 
landlords of HMO’s are captured via business rates? 

 A greater concentration of students in Durham City is forcing families out of 
the city centre, little alternative provision for families in city centre at a 
reasonable cost. Therefore families are being forced into the surrounding 
villages unnecessarily.

Group 3 – Supporting Infrastructure

Comments
 In relation to employment estates can we look at the possibility of adopting the 

highways on these estates as currently they are not recognised on Satellite 
Navigation systems and therefore difficult to find. 



 Need to look at education provision in the county as currently pupils living in 
C-L-S attending schools in Gateshead and pupils living in Sunderland 
attending C-L-S secondary schools.  An example was given that a secondary 
school was closed because of a fall in roll numbers and since the closure six 
years ago, there are now new developments, which has led to children 
travelling to school out of the area because nearer schools are 
oversubscribed.  This appears to be disjointed.

 Need to look at broadband availability not just in rural areas but also across 
County Durham as a whole including new homes having access to broadband 
(fibre) provision.

 Need to look at transport for older people in rural communities to ensure they 
are not socially isolated.

 Rural areas, infrastructure is an issue, there are transport issues and concern 
was expressed about how residents in rural areas would access high quality 
employment on the strategic employment sites in the county.  The plan needs 
to ensure that the proposed infrastructure provides the means for residents in 
rural areas to access high quality employment.  Remote working although a 
solution, needs good broadband.  The Plan includes this issue – developers 
have to provide reliable broadband in their plans.  Existing residents should 
also have a reliable service.  This is really important in rural areas as a way of 
keeping in contact with various issues – ‘What’s on’ etc.  Free broadband 
would encourage people to remain in the community and encourage new 
people/developers.  

 Highlighted that the opening of the Leamside railway line will ease congestion 
on the East Coast Main Line.

 The group discussed that the requirement for railway stations was based on 
the amount of the population that used them.  There was also an issue of the 
railway being in private control and different companies being in control of 
different parts the system such as the track, the rolling stock etc.  There is 
also a need for private companies to deliver a dividend to shareholders and 
that a plan to reopen a railway line would need to show a viable return 
together with a political will.

 Issue with developments located where there is not capacity in the local 
schools or GP surgeries to accommodate additional people.  Transport is a 
major concern but the group felt that developers do not look at transport links 
and gave the example of the housing developments at Consett.  People who 
live on these developments travel via Chester le Street to get to A1M this 
impacts on the traffic flows into the villages.

 The group also advised of their disappointment that the CCGs had not 
engaged and added this was a barrier and it was suggested that officers might 
want to contact Joseph Chandy from the CCG to discuss.



 The group then discussed the amount of land that had plans approved but to 
date there had been no development.  They also discussed derelict buildings 
owned by DCC and the impact this has on putting off people moving into 
areas and developers from investing in areas too. 

 Members went on to discuss the decline of town centres that banks are 
closing in towns and villages and expect people to use online banking and 
retailers are finding customers go into the shop to see a product then check to 
see if they can get it online cheaper.

 Town centres do not have the unit space that the retailers want.

 In relation to traffic modelling members talked about congestion of traffic in 
Chester le Street area and agreed the Northern Relief road would ease 
congestion in Durham City.

 The group discussed rural public transport and how it was non-existent in 
some rural villages.  An example was given of people who live in Beamish 
Village cannot get a bus directly to Stanley, they have to get a bus to Pelton 
and change to get the bus to Stanley.  Beamish to Stanley is about two miles 
apart.  Highlighted that in rural areas there is no service on Sundays, the 
service starts later on a morning and finishes earlier on an evening. This 
leaves people living in rural communities who do not have their own transport 
often late for work.  Anyone working in Durham would be unable to get there 
to start work at 8.30am.  An example was given of a person who worked in a 
supermarket had to get a taxi to work and back. 

 Members then discussed problems of broadband connectivity this was a 
problem for people on Universal Credit as claims needed to be made via the 
internet and also for farmers who needed the internet to access subsidies 
otherwise they face sanctions.

 The group discussed Electric Vehicles (EVs) and access to charging points in 
rural areas, need to ensure adequate number of charging points for the future.

 In relation to cycling, the group felt that the cycling network in County Durham 
was ‘patchy’ and did not connect up.

 The issue was raised about footway links between Sacriston to New College – 
this is a 1-2 mile stretch and if there was a footpath people would be more 
inclined to walk.  A footpath was in place between Sacriston to Nettlesworth 
but was in poor repair and if it was in better condition people could walk to the 
Arnison centre.  Parents complain about the lack of suitable footpaths in the 
Sacriston area.

 The group agreed with the strategic traffic plan and indicated that most people 
in the Barnard Castle area are in favour of this to get the HGVs out of the 
town.  It was highlighted that the A68 runs through the village Toft Hill and 
HGVs are travelling through terraced streets.



 The group was supportive of the Northern Relief Road but were concerned 
about the routes going through the green belt.  In general all agreed that a link 
was needed.

 The group questioned how much liaison there was between DCC and the 
University re student transport (cars) and suggested that undergraduates 
should not be allowed to bring cars into the city.

Group 4 - Rural Employment

Comments
 Low income employment means no affordable housing in rural areas – expensive 

houses and also weekend ownership of properties.

 Minimum wage employment and seasonal employment is an issue – a 
reasonable income means access to housing, access to services.

 Partnership working is critical, also when working with young people to set up 
projects, rather than silo working. 

 Residents often feel the County Durham Plan focus is Durham centric – need to 
show what other communities are being offered or are getting from the Plan to 
address this.

 The County Durham Plan (CDP) now has flexibility to redress this.  However, it 
has to be realistic, rural areas are not ideal for industrial parks etc.

 The group was advised that the CPD has been subject to a process of rural 
proofing – testing every policy in the Plan to see what the impact would be on 
rural communities – this will continue as policies are refined. The Plan has been 
written so that if an opportunity is put forward, there is a good framework in place 
to assess it.

 Need to encourage communities to come forward to give suggestions on what 
they need as a community. These suggestions will then be tested against the 
Plan.

 Access to broadband is critical to success – Policy 29 and Digital Durham.  If it is 
not available, there is a concern it may put off developers.  5G may assist.

 Reliable broadband would enable people to work remotely, so transport would be 
less of an issue.

 Good broadband accessibility also impacts upon the roll out of Universal Credit – 
which all has to be done online.  At present some people in rural areas have a 42 
mile round trip to access broadband.



 The group was advised that the Plan includes a policy requiring new builds, 
whether residential or commercial, to include broadband connectivity in their 
proposals.

 Rural areas are not suitable for some industries, so would be better to focus on 
what is already on offer – including tourism/visitor economy.  Need to encourage 
visitors to spend money and stay longer in the area. The last CDP included 
information on Bishop Auckland becoming a tourist attraction – at the time 
seemed unlikely, however few years later and it is a thriving tourist attraction – 
Kynren.

 The Plan needs to be ambitious (as in Bishop Auckland/Kynren above).

 Employment in rural areas is seasonal and has low wages.  Need to raise 
aspirations to have a work ethic. There are opportunities, but poor transport and 
costs cause problems. 

 Wind turbines can also be an issue – The group was advised that there is a wind 
turbine policy included in the Plan.

 People who own tourist accommodation often struggle to rent them out.  An 
example was given whereby Gaunless Valley Visitor Centre had closed – this has 
had an impact, more need to be developed, not closed.

 Single owner businesses are an issue in rural areas, whereby the owner retires 
and family don’t want to take it over.  There are a few larger long term 
businesses, e.g. Glaxo – agreed there is a need for both so there is a mixed 
economy and flexibility.

 Premises for new or expanding businesses can also be a problem – rural areas 
do not have large industrial estates, therefore better use of existing buildings 
needs to be made.  Pods were suggested as an alternative for small businesses 
wishing to extend.  These are the kind of suggestions the Plan is welcoming for 
further discussion.  Need to use common sense – e.g. car parking issues, 
neighbours etc.

 There is an opportunity to draw on the strengths of the Dales and its tourism offer 
in the West of the county.  Explore the viability of providing a new retail/leisure 
offer of tourist/outdoor related businesses such as caravanning and camping, 
outdoor pursuits, off the A68 near Harperley as the gateway to the Dales to 
generate employment, improve infrastructure and transport links, boost the local  
economy and compliment the offer in town centres and surrounding retail parks.

 A lot of people want to work but cannot afford to get work, e.g. travel into Durham 
City is expensive when they are on low/minimum wage, or are offered part-time 
work.  This is a national issue – in the past local people worked locally, and did 
not have to travel, that is very different now.



 Rural areas have their own challenges inadequate bus services, expensive fares, 
and lack of employers able to provide employment.

 How does the CDP help young people?  Partnership work is important, funding 
and accessibility to educational establishments is also critical, e.g. transport to 
colleges.

 It is recognised that visitors need to be encouraged to stay longer and spend 
money in the county.

 Cost of property is an issue – local people cannot afford expensive housing, and 
a lot of properties are now weekend owners/holiday lets.

 There is a need for adequate public transport, access to banks, schools, health 
provision and services, and affordable homes.  It is difficult to diversify without 
other issues being addressed.

 People see the economy as tourism in these areas, it is difficult to attract new 
businesses. There can be issues with skills shortages.  There is a need for a 
better skills base in order to attract investment.

 The Plan has flexibility but not sure if that is enough for rural areas.  It can only 
go so far, it is about policy, not funding. Until upfront investment happens, not 
much else will follow.  

 Rural areas need better paid employment and affordable housing to both attract 
future residents and retain existing residents.

 It is welcomed that the Plan provides the opportunity for a more flexible approach 
to proposals/suggestions, rather than specific proposals.  This is responsive to 
changing needs.

 Rural areas are constantly changing – how do we deal with this.  Suggestion for 
local stakeholder/partnership working, communities working together, as a co-
operative with mutual benefit. Community involvement for community benefit.

 If investment is not forthcoming, there is a need to focus on the existing 
strengths, e.g. farming and farm shops, local crafts, and also changes in rural life, 
such as equestrian centres. There is a policy to address equestrian/horses, which 
have benefits, but can also bring challenges to an area.

 Need to build on what is already in place, use local skills rather than reinventing – 
there is scope for co-operatives and joint working, which will support visitor 
economy.

 Highlighted that there are Brexit implications re support to farmers and rural 
businesses.



Group 5 – Design Quality

Comments
 Suggested that derelict DCC buildings should be demolished and the land 

prepared for development to incentivise developers as the status quo would 
just see the price of the land decreasing.  DCC should lead by example and 
take pride in the local areas by demolishing buildings rather than leaving them 
boarded up.  The group was concerned about play areas and school fields 
being developed and suggested that perhaps other sites would be better 
suited such as brown field sites.

 DCC needs to lead by example in relation to derelict buildings as they blight 
communities, need for buildings to be demolished rather than boarded up for 
long periods of time.

 Need to look at how we undertake repairs/standard of repairs in our town 
centres to ensure they are in keeping with the surrounding areas such as 
Durham City where repairs to cobbles in city centre have been undertaken 
with tarmac.

 Better housing, environment and infrastructure but is this financially 
deliverable.  Need to ensure that developers are not able to ‘water down’ 
schemes and the design quality citing viability.

 Previous housing developments have committed to up to 30% of affordable 
homes but this has not been viable for the developer/builder and this number 
has reduced with the power being with the developer resulting in none or 
limited funding for town infrastructure ie schools or town centre developments. 
Spennymoor given as an example with 2,500 homes.  Felt that the design 
quality should be ‘black & white’ and ‘stick to it’.

 Plan aims for houses to be of minimum size and density. Felt that designs 
should include living standards for sizes of houses and specific rooms, car 
parking spaces and width of roads. Concerns were raised with issues from 
existing developments where car ownership and narrow roads have led to 
parking and access issues with complaints.  A need to learn from the past and 
experiences from other parts of the country and plan to prevent future 
problems from developments e.g. car parking and access through estates. 
Group asked approach from planning to ‘keep an eye’ on quality. 
Members were appraised and supportive that the draft plan increases 
required provision to accommodate car ownership and that there was also a 
12 point approach (building for life 12) with each development to assess 
certain criteria (Red, Amber and Green) including infrastructure and the 
environment. 



 Linked to health & wellbeing where space is encouraged to be incorporated 
into developments and to balance ‘existing green spaces v density’. Felt 
unacceptable to impact significantly on green spaces, the importance to 
protect views and that the design is fit for the surrounding area local 
character, provides identity and leisure provision with walkways and cycle 
paths. 

 Important that prevention to ‘isolation’ is given consideration and 
developments have amenities with the correct/adequate infrastructure.  In 
addition, future proofing properties that can be adapted for a person’s 
age/condition i.e. conversation of downstairs WC to include a shower/wet 
room. Minimum standards of room sizes important. In addition, engagement 
with the NHS in within design stage for access to health services, ie Drs and 
hospitals. 

 Encouragement of sustainable travel options to contribute to Air quality. Felt 
statement was vague but welcome designs to have links to buses and trains 
rather than use of motor vehicle. As stated earlier reduction of car space and 
narrow roads on estates is not the answer but developing links to accessing 
transport is more beneficial. Resources have been put into sustainable travel 
ie cycle paths but felt that this was let down when paths are not maintained by 
cutting of verges and overhanging branches. In addition, employers be 
encouraged to provide shower facilities as part of a sustainable development 
programme. 

 There is a view that “quality costs money and looking to buy cheaper is not 
the same as quality, poor quality can lead to greater expense in the long term” 
Feel that there is a need to define quality more within the plan against finance. 

 When (DCC) land is sold or identified for development, ‘certain conditions’ 
should be identified (design parameters) and importance that these are 
adhered to and ensure the development meets its objective, in keeping with 
local area, plots are of a minimum size and protects the environment. 

 Designs need to be proactive and encourage alternative transport eg, bus, 
train, walk and cycle. Importance needs to be placed on this in the plan and 
ensure that this is linked to the County’s tourism agenda and that sustainable 
transport and planning policy is joined up. 

 At Planning meetings there needs to be clear illustrations of the proposed 
development, bland and vague diagrams can lead to lack of understanding of 
a proposed housing development. Felt more could be done to encourage 
consultation, especially when people are supportive of applications but don’t 
submit views. 

Additional comments

Consultation process

 Need to ensure that local voices are listened to during the consultation exercise, 
local people need to say what they want, where they want it and how they want it 
delivered.


