MIDGELAND FARM – HOW THE PREPARATION OF THE MARTON MOSS NEIGHBOURHOOD PLAN LED TO SUBMITTED POLICY MM8

Community Support and Local Knowledge
Although the Midgeland Farm land is closed to public access the site is well known to local people. At the outset of preparing the Neighbourhood Plan the Forum conducted a Residents’ Survey seeking the views of local people on the potential issues facing the Marton Moss area and the possible scope to plan for them. It had been hoped that a way of safeguarding the historic buildings could be found and this intention received much support from residents. The Forum also has a unique insight into appreciating Midgeland Farm as one of the Committee members lived there as a child.
The Midgeland Farm land, which extends eastwards outside the Neighbourhood Plan Area, is owned, and managed by Lancashire County Council (LCC) as a former domestic landfill site. Ground infrastructure has long been in place to monitor and treat emissions of methane and leachates being given off from the site. Recent investigations carried out by the managers (the Lancashire Scientific Service part of LCC) have revealed that such site management will need to continue for at least a few more years. However not all of the land in the Midgeland Farm site within the Neighbourhood Plan Area has been landfilled. The north west corner field was never tipped on. Part of this field was planted with trees several years ago as partial implementation of wider restoration proposals for the site. However, the trees that were planted have not thrived.
The buildings on the site comprise an early 19th Century farmhouse and various outbuildings from that time that are locally listed, plus much more modern barn structures. The County Council have recently structurally surveyed all the buildings and from that the Forum understands that all the structures are in poor condition. In particular the farmhouse is said to be in state of advanced dereliction following significant deterioration in recent years. Visual observations by members of the Forum bear that out. The deterioration appears to have mainly arisen from exposure to weather conditions although some vandalism may have also contributed to the dereliction. The farmhouse is fenced off in an attempt to prevent unauthorised access and it is considered to be unsafe to enter.
The Forum understands that few interior period features remain within the farmhouse and as such the building substantially remains as an empty shell.

Engaging with Lancashire County Council
The Forum understands that LCC has been liaising with Blackpool Council for many years concerning the prospects of transferring the ownership to the latter authority who have in turn considered potential uses for the farmhouse. However, those discussions have not resulted in any tangible outcomes. 
Ever since it was designated approximately four years ago the Forum has engaged with the County Council. Accompanied by staff from the Lancashire Scientific Service Forum members have been able to visit the site on several occasions to visually inspect the buildings (from a safe distance) and also observe how the remainder of the site is being used and managed so as to evaluate its future prospect possibilities.
At each stage of producing the Neighbourhood Plan several key LCC officer contacts have been included by the Forum in the formal consultations with the County Council, including planning and the Scientific Service staff. No formal responses were received until LCC’s Regulation 16 representation. That response is considered disappointing by the Forum as it is limited in scope and clarity.

Liaising with Blackpool Council
Aside from the normal on-going contacts with Blackpool’s planning officers concerning all aspects of the Local Plan, the forum has had close liaison with a member of the Council’s open spaces staff and a senior director. Again, unfortunately those discussions have not concluded with a clear way forward.

Efforts Made to Work with Blackpool Civic Trust
Not surprisingly given its historic significance the Civic Trust have had an interest in Midgeland Farm. It is understood that the Trust commissioned and received a detailed report on the structural condition and restoration prospects of the locally listed buildings on the site. However sadly, despite many requests the Forum has not been granted sight of the report. It is thought that this is because the report is pessimistic about the costs of restoring the buildings. Since the report was done the condition of the historic structures has further worsened.

Taking Account of the Pre-existing Evidence
In preparing the Neighbourhood Plan full account has been taken of the key report available to the Forum – the Midgeland Farm Historic Building Assessment. This provides a very valuable source of information concerning the heritage value and characteristics of the farmhouse and its associated outbuildings constructed around the same time. However, the report dates from 2009, since then the condition of the building has deteriorated considerably.

The Case for Public Use of Midgeland Farm
This can be summarised as:
· The site is well located right next to the local community;
· It has sufficient area to accommodate a variety of different open uses;
· Such uses would help meet a local need not met elsewhere on the Moss;
· It has one public owner who ought to have a moral obligation to see it is put to beneficial use;
· The site has local historic significance that can be recognised in a community re-use.


Conclusion
At the outset of producing the Neighbourhood Plan the Forum was optimistic that in some way the historic buildings at Midgeland Farm could be safeguarded and form a feature of heritage interest in a wider much needed community park resource. However, sadly with the passage of time not only have the prospects of saving the buildings much diminished following further structural deterioration, the presence of the now dangerous buildings, is a major obstacle to the overall site being opened up to public use. To think otherwise is delusional. Nevertheless, it is accepted that the Plan cannot simply assume the historic buildings will be demolished, a separate procedure and decision process needs to be followed.


