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Dear Stuart

12 January 2011

NAIRN TOWN CENTRE: REDEVELOPMENT PROPOSALS

Following the useful discussion at the planning and design workshop in the Nairn
Courthouse on 22 November 2010, Tim Stott and his colleagues in Planning
Department have no doubt been reviewing and revising their draft development brief
for the Nairn town centre site.

You will also be aware that - encouraged by Convener Sandy Park and local
Councillors - residents of Nairn have been considering the proposals, and following
the formation of the Nairn Improvement Community Enterprise ("NICE") have been
discussing and submitting comments on a wide range of ideas and issues relating to
the future development of the town centre.

This led to the convening by NICE of an open meeting on 15 December in Nairn

Community Centre. You may already have seen reports in the local press apd online
of this meeting, which was well-attended and raised a wide range of interesting views.
For your information and ease of reference we enclose a summary note of that
meeting prepared by NICE. To stimulate discussion and to help focus the debate,
NICE had also prepared an initial draft plan of the area illustrating some possible
ideas for its regeneration and redevelopment. We also enclose a copy of that plan,
while emphasising that this is an evolving work-in-progress rather than a firm
alternative pro.l2$:!s<;lL

As indicated in the attached note, three clear messages emerged from that meeting.
The first was a reconfirmation of the local view that while there may be a need for
some additional housing in Nairn, it should not be located on this central site, which
should inst~ad deliver a suitable and attractive range of premises and facilities
appropriate to its location at the heart of the town.
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The second and very strongly-expressed conclusion was about timing. Residents
were clear that the site was of such importance for the future revival of the town
centre that ample time should be allowed for development of, and consultation about,
the redevelopment options, including the very necessary task of exploring funding
options, on which the Council has a crucial role to play. There was a consensus that 
despite the past years of delay and indecision - the site is too important to be disposed
of hastily. It was felt that the timescale and disposal plans indicated by the Council
were incompatible with the aim of delivering a well-planned and effective outcome.

Thirdly - and directly linked with the question of timing - was the view that the
future of this particular site should not be considered and decided in isolation or
separately and ahead of the planning for the future of the rest of the town. Para 4.2 of
the existing Draft Development Brief admits explicitly that there is a deliberate
intention to pre-empt the statutory processes of the Local Development Plan and to
have this site-brief considered separately and ahead of that process. At the open
meeting it was argued that the Council should take a holistic approach, and bring
forward draft proposals for consultation which offer a medium and longer-term vision
for the whole of the town centre, including not only the Council-owned land and
property but also the immediately adjacent sites, and which also addresses other
relevant factors such as public transport facilities, future traffic management measures
on the A96, the safeguarding of green space, and similar matters.

This last point has already been recognised to some extent by the Council planners, as
their draft development brief does address some aspects of the possible
redevelopment of adjacent land and premises owned by the Co-op; and it has been
accepted in subsequent informal contacts between NICE and the Highland Council.
Likewise the NICE planning discussions have necessarily addressed, at least in a
preliminary way, some of the planning issues which extend beyond the boundaries of
the Council site.

Against this background NICE wishes to make three requests ahead of the next round
of public discussion at the Ward Forum planned for 26 January:

i) That the timescale and procedure for the consideration of planning options.
and for eventual policy decisions on future development, be significantly
revised. This reflects the widespread public wish and is proposed for the
specific reasons set out below. It is encouraging that the Council has
indicated that this point has already been accepted, and that the forthcoming
Ward ForuW,..spould not produce a prescriptive outcome, nor close off any
options, nor lead to a separate decision on disposal of this specific site. The
immediate aim - on which NICE and the Council are broadly agreed 
would be to achieve a broad consensus on design and use. This would then
be taken forward as input into the review of the Nairnshire Local Plan
beginning in January within the HwLDP/Inner Moray Firth planning
framework. NICE considers it important that decisions on the specific town
centre site should not pre-empt, or prejudice, this wider discussion of the
new local plan which is about to be launched.
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continue working with the Highland Council to consider the many issues which the
current draft plan and brief have not yet addressed.

We do not believe, however, that a rational long-term vision and coherent, integrated
plans can realistically be drawn up in a matter of a few weeks or months, or against an
arbitrary deadline. We therefore hope and believe that you, and Council members,
will respond positively to the three requests above. We would like the Ward Forum
meeting on 26 January to take a considered view of all the issues related to the town
centre, and set out a credible and appropriate framework and timescale - which takes
account of the consultations on the HwLDP and Local Plan - for taking forward the
considerable further work and consultation that such an important task requires.

We are copying this letter to our four elected Councillors and to the three Nairn
Community Councils, and unless you ask us not to we plan to put it on our website in
due course.

Matthew Hilton

.'" ~.. "
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ANNEX: CURRENT NATIONAL PLANNING POLICY GUIDANCE •

Selected extracts from

PAN 52 "Planning in Small Towns";
PAN 59, Improving Town Centres; and
Scottish Planning Policy (SPP) -latest version Feb 2010

(all available on Scottish Government website:
hllv:l!H'ww.scotland. gO\!. uk/Publica! ions!)

In terms of the planning for the (re-development of the town centre of Nairn, all of
these planning guidance documents are relevant. The following extracts refer to some
of the key elements in the process of strategic planning. Underlining has been added
for emphasis.

The role and function of a town centre

PAN 59 offers a clear and comprehensive description

"Town centres continue to playa very important role in our society. They must cater for a wide range
of people and their needs: work£rs (for jobs, training and information), residents (for a choice of
houses), business visitors (for access, information, communications and accommodation), shoppers
(for access, comfort and choice), tourists (for attractions, information, access, hospitality and
accommodation), and the leisure user (for facilities, comfort,
service, information and access). "

" They are ... the hub of the public realm of meeting places and social spaces. They provide cultural
identity as well as a physical focus and it is important that they continue to provide quality choice in an
attractive and safe setting. "

This is echoed in greater detail in PAN 59:

"12. The centres which are most successful and popular are generally those which:

* include a range of facilities focused in a relatively small area (a critical mass of attractions) and
mak£ best use of the already considerable investment in the built environment. These attractions
include a mix of shops (particularly specialised shops providing choice and variety) as well as a wide
range of financial, professional and government services together with cultural, entertainment and
leisure facilities. There are therefore considerable opportunities to combine shopping trips with other
activities. The existence of a thriving local residential population can be a positive force for change
and the maintenance of quality;
* are highly accessible' by a range of types of transport (and in particular mak£ best use of their
traditional focus as nodes for public transport), have sufficient good quality short stay car parking
close to shops, have good transport linkages within the centre, and have efficient arrangements for
delivery of goods;
* have an attractive amenity in terms of the built environment and townscape, streets and public
spaces are considered clean and safe, and have a sense of local identity and character; all of which
greatly enhances the attraction of the centre in which the shopping or leisure experience takes place;
* and, in the future, will be those which have the vision and mechanisms in place to build on these
assets, overcome problems, adapt to mark£t and consumer needs, and secure appropriate and
necessary improvements. "
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Requirement for integrated planning

PAN 52 requires local authorities to

"address how ...provision for regeneration and expansion, town centres, transport issues, and

townscape quality ... inter-relate in terms of policy and on the ground";

It states unequivocally that

"Active, lively and vibrant town centres are important to the well-being and confidence of a community
and planning policies must be aimed at sustaining healthy and vibrant centres in order to
Ensure the provision of a wide range of everyday needs locally

Conserve and maintain the built fabric, particularly in historic towns

Generate community pride and confidence

Provide opportunities for new uses"

It also stipulates that

"Sites should not be seen in isolation but instead should form Dart of an integrated aDDroach to

regeneration related to the needs and oDDortunities in the town as a whole and resDecting local setting.

character and sense ofDlace. "

PAN 59 sets out a prescription for delivering this:

27. Much can be done to improve the vitality and viability of existing centres by taking steps to build on
assets and resolve problems. To achieve their full potential, town centres must, in particular, provide
an environment that meets the requirements of investors and retailers as well as the needs of users. In
general, action will need to be directed at:
* improving and building on the variety of attractions and the diversity of uses;
* making the centres more accessible for shoppers and visitors, as well as service vehicles,

while at the same time minimising vehicle/pedestrian conflict;
* ensuring that they are attractive, safe and clean; and
* undertaking effective planning, management and promotion.

28. However any action should not be undertaken in isolation. It must be Dart of a strategic aDvroach
which considers the centre as a whole. which involves a realistic vision for the centre. and which draws
on the SUDDortand commitment of a wide range of Dublic and Drivate sector bodies as well as the
Dublic. The aim should be to adopt an overall framework containing a targeted approach that secures
the necessary involvement of key partners. This may well result in the achievement of added value and
not just best value. "

This last pOill:t..i~. directly relevant to the policy question of whether to offer the
Council-owned site for sale separately, or to plan its development as part of a strategic
approach designed to add, rather than realise, value.

Dealing with separately owned sites

PAN 52 goes on to suggest, in connection with the preparation of sites for
development, that it may be necessary to consolidate separately owned sites and/or to
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invest in site preparation or improvements to the surrounding area, while pointing out
that

"The sum of isolated improvements is however likely to amount to significantly less than the results of
an integrated avvroach to area regeneration. In identifYing priorities it is important therefore to
consider how and when the reuse and redevelopment of land and buildings can be supported by
environmental work, traffic management and other measures to upgrade the general quality of an
area".

Balancing housing with other uses

As regards housing, PAN 52 includes a reminder - quoting NPPG3 - that

"Government policy is that structure plans should make provision to meet the full demand for housing

land although assessments of housing demand should not be the sole consideration and authorities mav

give greater weight to environmental, amenity and infrastructure considerations ".

This is especially relevant in urban centres which need to take account of other
existing buildings and the appropriate range of uses and functions other than housing.

Meeting the expectations of both visitors and residents

It is stating the obvious that Nairn is a tourist destination, and that tourism is a key
driver of the Nairn economy. PAN 52 recognises this in saying that

"Tourism, leisure and recreation development based on the built and cultural heritage of a town may

offer [better] prospects ".

With its Victorian architectural heritage, the iconic Courthouse building, and the
former Free School, Nairn clearly has assets which could, and should, be utilised to
enhance the attraction of the town centre to visitors as well as local residents.

Safeguarding historic character, local heritage and diversity of functions

The importance of character and heritage was identified in NPPG 8 (now absorbed
into SPP):

"23, It will be particularly important, when maintaining and improving the essential historical
character of tOwns, to develop a centre's individuality and to create a sense of local identity and vlace,
This can be achieved bv emvhasising local heritage features, creating distinctive vlaces in the town
centre and bv promoting events which make use of the centre's attributes. Where avvrovriate, it can be
further emvhasised bv encouraging the rehabilitation and re-use of existing buildings.
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Such an approach underlines the case for retaining and making better use of Nairn's
significant historic buildings as part of a coordinated strategy for enhancing the appeal
of the town centre to the public .

Other practical requirements and challenges
There is much else in the planning guidelines, covering aspects such as retailing,
traffic, pedestrian access, and the visual townscape.

For example, SPP para 52:

"... Town centres should be the focus for a mix of uses including retail, leisure, entertainment,
recreation, cultural and community facilities, as well as homes and businesses. Retail and leisure uses

are fundamental to the concentration of other activities located in town centres and planning
authorities should support a diverse range of community and commercial activities in town centres. "

Engaging with all stakeholders

PAN 56 sees this as an essential part of the process:

"30. A strategy and vision for the town centre can only be of real value ifit is developed in association

with, and accepted by, all those with a key involvement with the centre. This process should bring
potential partners together to agree priorities and take joint ownership and responsibility. It will
involve the public sector (local authority, local enterprise company, police etc), the private sector
(developers, retailers, service providers etc) and the local community and include:

* generating a shared and commonlv held vision of the future of the centre:

* vrevaring an agreed strategv and realistic action vlan drawing on adequate fundin,?: and
* setting up an active partnership body and management structure for implementing the action plan
and maintaining and enhancing the centre.

31. In practice, many partnerships are likely to start out as informal or ad hoc arrangements.
However, once initial contacts have been established and some achievements made, there may be
considerable benefits in terms of continuity, commitment, and fund raising in developing more formal
arrangements. "

It is of course true that the Nairn(shire) Partnership exists as a collecti~e formal
group. Evidence however suggests that it has ceased to offer a genuine forum for the
development of a shared vision, but serves primarily a vehicle for the local authorities
to make announcements and deliver information. The emergence of other groups - of
which NICE is only the most recent - is a clear sign that the Nairns~ire Partnership is
not adequately fulfilling the role envisaged in the official guidance.

Funding

The issue of funding is also addressed in PAN 52:

"...Development plans ... require an understanding of the resources which are potentially available in
an area. Local Councils will therefore need to work in vartnershiv with the vrivate sector. kev vublic
sector a,?encies and the local community to identifY fundin,? sources ...evaluate ...appraise ... and secure
co-ordinated action. "
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In the current circumstances in Nairn, it would be useful to know what action the

Council has taken so far, in line with this, to identify potential funding sources other
than a possible capital gain from the sale of council land ... ,

The importance of collaborative working

Two final quotes from PAN 52 spell out the obligations on all those concerned with
the planning of Nairn town centre. They illustrate how much still needs to be done to
deliver a development plan and brief which complies with, and respects, both the
letter and the spirit of current planning policy and guidelines:

"The regeneration of town centres will not, however, happen by chance: it requires a shared vision,
positive planning policies and carefully-targeted investment in new development, refurbishment, and
environmental improvement, including the management of traffic".
"Many [Scottish) towns have experienced or are undergoing significant change; but this needs to be
handled with care if their inherent qualities, which make them distinctive, are not to be eroded.
Retaining these qualities, building on them and attempting to restore the traditional vitality of small
towns are therefore key tasks which cannot be undertaken bv vlanning authorities acting alone or
working with an afJencv: the involvement of/ocal community and business organisations is essential in
understanding the town, considering the scope for change and setting out a co-ordinated programme of
action. Vision, imagination and urban design skills are also essential ingredients if small towns are to
respond to rising expectations and the demands of the modern economy while safeguarding their built
heritage. " .

.... ,..
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