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Matter 9e: Sproughton strategic employment land allocation 

 
Main issue: Is the Core Strategy clear about what will be delivered, when it will be delivered, 
and does it provide appropriate mechanisms for delivery? 
 
1. General issues identified at Matter 9a above.  
 
1.1 The site, its redevelopment and policy / land allocation are considered acceptable 

and appropriate for growth in terms of sustainability considerations – see 

sustainability appraisal (Core Documents library ref.s E04 – E07 inclusive).  It is also 

a large, important, brownfield site requiring regeneration in its own right, with a role to 

play in the regeneration of its wider locality, particularly given its scale and potential.  

Important sustainability considerations include the wider local context, in which the 

delivery of housing growth against relevant targets for the Ipswich area (and wider 

Haven Gateway sub-region) has been successful since 2001.  However, this part of 

growth delivery has outstripped local economic performance and jobs growth, leading 

to an imbalance between the two.  Large sites for commercial use / employment 

growth located close to Ipswich like this are short in supply and thus have an 

important role to play in helping to redress that imbalance. 

1.2 Non delivery of the site could be harmful to the overall economic development and 

jobs creation strategy.  Although it is difficult to ascertain jobs growth potential for the 

site with accuracy or certainty, the joint A14 sites work provides an estimate of 

approximately 1,400 jobs that could be provided at this 36 hectare site.  Clearly, this 

would have a substantial impact on the achievement of Babergh’s job growth target 

of 9,700 new jobs.  It is recognised that risks of the site’s non delivery may rest 

largely outside the direct control of the local authorities, given private land ownership, 

the effect of land and economic markets and prevailing public-private sector roles in 

the UK.  However, there are actions that these can take to avert this risk, including 

the prioritisation of the site for public intervention action if necessary.  This possible 

action has been allowed for with the agreement of the local authorities to afford the 

site’s successful delivery a very high priority within (section 7 of) the emerging Suffolk 

Growth Strategy (Growth in Suffolk – Our Economic Growth Strategy).  This 

consultation draft document can be viewed on Suffolk County Council’s website: 

http://www.suffolk.gov.uk/business/business-services/economic-development/  

1.3 Suffolk CC and partner local authorities are considering the option of funding and 

carrying out specialist research to identify key development constraints and the costs 

associated with overcoming them in particular.  In addition, there is increasing 

agreement that the site should form a focus of efforts for any future external funding 

bids made through the (New Anglia) Local Economic Partnership. 

1.4 However, at present, there is a prospect of a new site owner acquiring the site and 

substantial progress has reportedly been made in identifying the detailed information 

required on development constraints and their resolution costs.  Site investigations 

have been undertaken to gain greater intelligence on ground conditions and stability, 

as well as on land contamination.  Positive, open discussions and a productive 

dialogue have already been opened up with the site’s prospective new owners. 

http://www.suffolk.gov.uk/business/business-services/economic-development/
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1.5 There are also actions available to Babergh as local planning authority to mitigate the 

impacts of the site’s non delivery.  Among these, there is potential to identify and 

allocate alternative sites within the Ipswich fringe / A14 corridor areas and this would 

be supported / expedited by the Council’s joint work on the A14 (employment) sites 

research, which is at an advanced stage.  A site specific matters and land allocations 

document has been identified as an early priority for the Council and the intention is 

to commence work on this during 2013.  This could be used to identify, allocate and 

bring forward additional sites to serve the Ipswich Policy Area if necessary. 

 
2. The site was identified in the 2006 Local Plan as an employment site, which was to have 
been the subject of a development brief prepared in co-operation with a number of parties. 
With this background, does the current evidence base indicate that development is viable 
and likely to take place and thereby justify inclusion in the Core Strategy?  
 
2.1 It is considered helpful to explain events for this site since 2006.  The key reason why 

development has not proceeded as envisaged or a development brief prepared is as 

a result of the site’s ownership and disposal / acquisition history.  Having been sold 

by its primary owner (British Sugar) after that use ceased in 2001, it was acquired by 

a speculative form of developer in 2004.  This purchaser / developer operated mainly 

by acquiring vacant employment sites at relatively low values, securing planning 

permission for residential redevelopment and selling these on.  Consequently, this 

developer contested the site’s employment allocation in the 2006 Local Plan and 

submitted a ‘hostile’ planning application for a residential scheme of 1,100 units (with 

some ancillary land uses) in mid 2006, immediately upon the Local Plan’s adoption.  

The planning application was appealed immediately as soon as that became 

possible.  The appeal was dismissed and a subsequent High Court challenge against 

that decision was also unsuccessful.  Finally, the site owner sought to challenge that 

decision in the court of appeal but leave to appeal was declined. 

2.2 Given a fundamental disagreement between this party and the Council on an 

appropriate form of development, it was not possible to produce a jointly agreed or 

meaningful site development brief.  The net effect of all these actions and challenges 

was to delay any ability to make progress on the site’s development until late 2007.  

This developer went into liquidation subsequently and administrators were appointed 

to seek disposal of the site.  Babergh has co-operated closely with the site’s 

administrators on all matters concerning site marketing, disposal and potential 

redevelopment.  The site disposal process has endured for almost 3 years (since 

early 2010), since the site formed a part of the Irish and Icelandic banks’ debt that the 

Irish government has been in efforts to address since the economic downturn and 

banking collapses.  All these circumstances have inevitably complicated and severely 

protracted the site’s delivery over a considerable period of time.  Also, whilst all the 

Council’s attention and efforts were directed, by necessity, into protecting the site’s 

future employment status and availability, this generally precluded positive efforts to 

deliver the site for its intended types of uses. 

Actions taken to promote the site’s delivery 

2.3 Babergh Council has for a considerable time period considered this site as a 

development, growth and regeneration priority.  It has remained committed to 
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promoting redevelopment and has taken a range of actions towards achieving this 

goal. 

 In 2007 Babergh commissioned a Commercial Appraisal study (funded by Haven 

Gateway Partnership (HGP)) and undertaken by independent consultants.  This 

included work to scrutinise and more clearly assess development costs / incomes 

and viability.  However, the source material on development costs (from the site’s 

owner / developer at that time) was not sufficiently robust, detailed or transparent to 

enable a full and sufficiently reliable viability appraisal to be generated.  See: 

http://www.babergh.gov.uk/planning-and-building/planning-policy/local-babergh-

development-framework/planning-position-statements/former-british-sugar-site/  

 New Growth Point funds - £1mn originally earmarked by Babergh Council, as the 

largest single intervention choice among its range of projects, to pump-prime / 

accelerate site development 

 HGP Integrated Development Programme inclusion (see ‘Maximising our potential for 

future sustainable growth’ package): 

http://www.haven-gateway.org/resources/regeneration__1/integrated_development_plan)  

 From 2008-12 BDC participated as a full partner in the European Dryport project, 

concerning the sustainable development and economic development benefits of 

developing inland intermodal freight transport facilities, whilst supporting ports such 

as Felixstowe (see www.dryport.org/).  The site was considered for its potential as a 

possible Dryport location or other uses to support port activity 

 Babergh also supported Suffolk CC in developing its Waste Core Strategy (adopted 

2011). In this an allocation, of a non-specific part of the site for strategic residual 

waste treatment facilities is provided for (see Suffolk WCS 2011 Policy WCS4): 

http://www.suffolk.gov.uk/environment-and-transport/planning-and-buildings/minerals-and-

waste-development-framework/waste-core-strategy-dpd/  

This would require only approximately 5 hectares of land.  Whilst representing only a 

small area of the site’s available land, this could potentially contribute towards a part of 

the site’s take up 

 Collaborative work with Babergh’s partners including HGP, Suffolk County Council.  

This has indicated a current willingness to research and identify detailed 

development and infrastructure costs 

 

2.4 A fundamental impact and obstacle on development viability and site deliverability 

arose through the purchase price paid by this developer back in 2004, near the peak 

of the residential property market and associated land values / prices.  In response to 

an apparent default on the original mortgage repayments, a further substantial loan 

was taken out to refinance that deal, meaning that the debt burden on the site was 

far greater than its realistic land value.  Significant changes in circumstances have 

occurred since then with the national economic recession, impacts on land values 

and the associated problems of ‘toxic asset’ debts. 

2.5 These circumstances present considerable obstacles to overcome in delivering the 

site for beneficial redevelopment.  In recognition, the Council reviewed the site’s 

allocation and its policy (CS5a).  Attention was given to providing appropriate 

flexibility to support an appropriate form of redevelopment in a timely way.  The 

Council considers that the case for enabling development to support a commercial / 

employment development solution is compelling.  However, in planning terms and in 

http://www.babergh.gov.uk/planning-and-building/planning-policy/local-babergh-development-framework/planning-position-statements/former-british-sugar-site/
http://www.babergh.gov.uk/planning-and-building/planning-policy/local-babergh-development-framework/planning-position-statements/former-british-sugar-site/
http://www.haven-gateway.org/resources/regeneration__1/integrated_development_plan
http://www.dryport.org/
http://www.suffolk.gov.uk/environment-and-transport/planning-and-buildings/minerals-and-waste-development-framework/waste-core-strategy-dpd/
http://www.suffolk.gov.uk/environment-and-transport/planning-and-buildings/minerals-and-waste-development-framework/waste-core-strategy-dpd/
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the interests of creating sustainable, quality environments in which people, want to 

live, Babergh is firmly of the view that residential use of the site is highly unsuitable. 

2.6 The Council has (since before 2006) taken a modern, pragmatic and flexible 

approach towards employment land and employment development.  This recognises 

the modern, local context in which some 50% of jobs are not provided in the relatively 

narrowly defined ‘B’ land uses classes (see ELR, CD library ref.s C15 & D40; BDC 

statement on Matter 4).  Accordingly, Babergh would contend that the circumstances 

warrant flexibility to allow for higher value commercial uses, such as retail and leisure 

provision.  These justifications include: 

 The site’s significant potential role and contribution to the wider local economy and 

jobs creation, as a strategic employment site 

 The scarcity of such site opportunities to serve the Ipswich fringe / A14 corridor areas 

 The regeneration imperative arising from the site’s location, scale and environmental 

state 

 Uncertainties around deliverability (and viability) due to events from 2001 to now 

The Council considers that national and local planning policy; (emerging) local 

economic strategies / initiatives; the interests of providing a sufficiently positive 

planning framework; and promoting investor confidence, indicate a need to review 

and ensure that the existing, agreed Modifications Policy CS5a meets these 

requirements adequately in order to achieve successful site redevelopment. 

 
3. Is there a clear indication in the Core Strategy of the various constraints affecting the site, 
including biodiversity, the riverside, flooding issues and residential amenity can be 
addressed?  
 
3.1 The Council has long recognized that achieving the successful redevelopment of this 

site will be challenging due to a number of factors, including its size / scale.  

Unfortunately, it was never possible to secure full, accurate or detailed information on 

development constraints and costs from the site’s previous owner.  The Planning 

Inspector confirmed in his appeal decision report that the case either way on 

development viability could not be established with any certainty.  This has placed 

the Council and other partners in a difficult position. 

3.2 However, substantial work has been done and made available concerning 

development constraints and their resolution.  This can be found in the environmental 

statement submitted with the earlier planning application for residential 

redevelopment (Council application reference B/06/01138/OUT) and information in 

the Suffolk WCS 2011 (see chapter 8).  It has been established through earlier and 

very recent consideration that technical fixes are available to deal with all of the 

development constraints.  The more difficult question to resolve is the likely effect of 

stated development costs and potential implications for financial viability, together 

with a stated need for higher value land uses as enabling development than many 

more traditional forms of ‘B’ class development typically tend to provide.  This 

question is addressed in para 2.6 above, together with a suggested positive 

approach towards its resolution. 
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3.3 In addition, various work including discussions with the Environment Agency, the 

planning application (referred to above) and appeal, established that the site is not at 

risk of flooding.  Also, biodiversity affecting the main development site itself is not 

considered a constraint, although the sensitive adjacent river and natural, island site 

need to be safeguarded.  The Council considers that the relationship between the 

site and the closest residential areas, given the distance between, comparative land 

levels and large earth bunds, plus very substantial vegetation and tree screens, can 

be managed effectively through effective development planning, siting and design.  In 

the modifications already agreed, particular attention was given to site deliverability 

and practical implementation in order to provide an effective, flexible and positive 

planning framework, hence the new section on ‘Implementation and Delivery’. 

 
4. Given the size of the site, the constraints on development, and the fact that the Core 
Strategy provides for a review of the allocation in five years, is the plan sufficiently flexible to 
respond if this site is not progressed?  
 
4.1 As stated above, measures have already been planned and incorporated in order to 

address such an eventuality.  The importance of flexibility in the CS is recognised 

and this has been increased within the modified Core Strategy Policy CS5a (see 

Core Documents library ref. E02).  It is also considered that there is considerable 

scope to address such issues through subsequent planning documents.  At present, 

the main new documents planned will be those to provide new development 

management (DM) policies and to deal with site specific matters and land allocations.  

A detailed programme for developing the former of these new Plans (DM Policies) is 

currently being refined and is on schedule to report for formal member agreement in 

March 2013.  These forthcoming planning documents may also be used to review or 

revise any elements of the CS that require revision, as a result of changes in 

circumstances over time and such considerations as the need to promote, stimulate 

or accelerate growth delivery. 

4.2 However, there are other options open to the Council, such as a new planning 

document or evidence base material to inform joint or co-ordinated DPD(s) focused 

on the Ipswich Policy Area.  The latter suggestions have received some early 

consideration by the Ipswich Policy Area Board.  This could take the form of co-

ordinated planning work concerned with the planning and delivery of growth for the 

wider Ipswich area, spanning across Suffolk Coastal, Mid Suffolk, Babergh districts 

and Ipswich Borough.  This could build upon work that has already been progressed 

including the joint A14 sites study research. 

4.3 It is acknowledged that there can be no guarantees of ensuring a policy compliant 

planning application.  In terms of practical options for policy actions to bring forward 

the site’s delivery, however, it is considered that deleting the site allocation, as a ‘do 

nothing’ type option, is not a realistic, beneficial or appropriate policy approach.  This 

would not provide any certainty or effective Plan-led framework, nor promote 

confidence for the site’s redevelopment.  Such absence of a positive planning policy 

approach could be expected to fail to effectively guide any planning proposals, 

development enquiries or planning applications that arise in respect of the site.  At 

the same time, there is a strong collective desire to secure a timely and beneficial 

form of redevelopment and as an urban edge, brownfield site (and a part of a scarce 

http://www.babergh.gov.uk/assets/Uploads-BDC/Economy/Strategic-Planning-Policy/LDF/CoreStrategy/2012-Prop-Mods/2012-Main-Mods.pdf
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resource), a reasonable expectation that the site should be redeveloped.  A lack of 

certainty would encourage speculation, such as renewed aspirations for unsuitable 

land uses and planning proposals. 

4.4 The Council’s approach has been to ensure the establishment, at this stage, of an 
appropriate planning policy framework for the site’s development within the CS as a 
spatial planning mechanism.  This is only one element of the overall approach being 
taken.  Land use /spatial plans of this type (Core Strategies) can only provide a part 
of an effective response towards bringing forward large, complex development sites.  
The overall response will also rely upon and make use of other forms of intervention 
guidance and other supportive actions and these will include other forms of economic 
development strategies, such as the Suffolk Growth Strategy, mentioned previously. 

 
5. Conclusions & Recommendations 

5.1 Overall, no major specific changes are proposed in respect of this site allocation and 
policy at present.  However, the Council is eager to avoid further uncertainties and 
prolonged delays in delivering the site for appropriate redevelopment, including its 
current potential disposal.  Accordingly, the Inspector is invited to consider the 
assessment and comments in paragraph 2.6 above.  This policy clarification and 
refinement could be promoted by amending the wording of the 2nd sentence of the 
Implementation and Delivery section, as follows: 

 
In principle, delivery of the site with the assistance of higher value commercial uses 
may will be acceptable. 


