CB/SP604
DESIGN AND ACCESS STATEMENT AND

STATEMENT IN SUPPORT OF CHANE OF USE OF

THE FIRST FLOOR FROM RESIDENTIAL TO DENTAL USE AT

5-7 BIRCHWOOD AVENUE, HATFIELD AL10 0PL
	1.
	Introduction



	
	1.1
	5-7 Birchwood Avenue are a pair of semi-detached properties on the north side of Birchwood Avenue.  They are currently combined and in use as a dental practice on the ground floor with a single residential unit on the first floor.  Permission for this use, together with permission for a single storey rear extension to both properties was given in April 2013 under Council reference S6/2013/0354/FP.  The current proposal seeks permission to change the use of the first floor from residential to dental use.


	2.
	Planning Policies


	
	2.1
	The planning policies relevant to this proposal are contained within the Welwyn Hatfield Local Plan 2016-2036 adopted in October 2023.


	
	2.2
	Policy SADM9 of the Local Plan deals specifically with the loss of residential and states that there is a presumption against the loss of existing dwellings.  However, the policy identifies certain circumstances where proposals which result in the loss of one or more dwellings will be permitted.  One such circumstance is:
“iii.  The social, economic or environmental benefits of doing so are demonstrated to significantly outweigh the need to minimise net losses to the Borough’s housing stock.”

It will be demonstrated in later paragraphs that the social benefits resulting from the proposal will significantly outweigh the loss of the first floor flat.



	
	2.3
	In dealing with community service and facilities, the Local Plan, in paragraph 8.26, recognises that dental practices are a community service and facility valued by communities and that they help to improve the quality of life and improve the sustainability of towns, neighbourhoods and villages as places to live.  Policy SP6 of the Local Plan states that the Council will make sure that communities can easily access a range of community services and facilities by, amongst other things:
· “Allowing for the expansion or enhancement of existing community facilities to assist continuing viability, particularly in areas where new development will increase demand;
· Making sure that existing community facilities and services are improved to meet the day-to-day needs of new and existing residents;”



	
	
	Additionally, Policy SP6 states that the Council will support the upgrading of facilities where there are known to be gaps in provision.
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	2.4
	It is contended that the current proposal will substantially improve this existing essential facility for the benefit of the local community and will go some way in closing the gap in NHS dental provision.


	3.
	Background


	
	3.1
	Access to dental care is a fundamental aspect of overall health and well-being.  The NHS provides essential dental services to the public. However, many individuals face challenges when attempting to find an available NHS dentist.  The UK is facing a shortage of dentists, particularly within the NHS.


	
	3.2
	This application seeks to provide additional dental treatment rooms to meet increased demand in the face of increased challenges for the NHS.  In order to achieve this, the proposal seeks to convert a first-floor residential flat into additional dental practice accommodation to be used in conjunction with the well-established, primarily NHS, dental practice on the ground floor.


	
	3.3
	The impact of the Covid 19 pandemic has had a profound impact on the provision of dental services particularly for NHS patients, with many practices now only taking private patients.  New NHS regulations have meant that the existing practice has only been able to provide a relatively small percentage of its usual service due to increased clinical regulations such as the need for fallow time (a period of non-use of a treatment room between patients) or the type of treatment that can be offered, for example, mainly procedures that will not generate aerosols.


	
	3.4
	A recent investigation by the BBC in 2022 found that eight out of ten NHS practices are not taking on children and young people and that nine out of ten dental practices are not accepting new adult patients for treatment.



	
	3.5
	Since the pandemic began, NHS dentistry has been forced to reduce delivery due to the Prevention and Control (IPC) Measures put in place which means patient access and wait times are seriously affected.  The existing practice has a patient list of around 10,000, approximately 85 per cent of which are NHS registered.  Currently, there are 357 patients on the waiting list who cannot be given a date as to when treatment will be available.  As a committed provider of NHS dentistry, this delay is distressing for staff of the practice as well as for patients.



	
	3.6
	The only option to alleviate this situation is to increase the number of treatment rooms.  Even if, and when, the market does return to “normal”, the backlog of patients that need treatment means it could take several years before the level of service meets patient needs.  In the time that the existing practice has been established, the population within the local catchment area has grown and is likely to increase as a result of several large residential developments nearby. Thus, the demand for NHS dental services will only increase.
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	4.
	The Proposal


	
	4.1
	The proposed additional treatment rooms will help provide better NHS services for the benefit of the local community and will provide facilities that are built to meet the high standards expected by all patients.


	 
	4.2
	The existing practice is well-established in this area and the additional treatment rooms will ease the challenges faced by the practice in providing NHS services for the local population.  These additional facilities would not only ease waiting times, but would also provide the opportunity to introduce the series of a much-needed hygienist, to employ additional dentists and support staff and would also create the opportunity to provide facilities for visiting specialists, particularly in the fields of periodontics (care of gum disease), endodontics (root treatments) and implantology.  There is also a high demand within the Hatfield community for aligner orthodontic treatment which the practice would like to provide.  The additional treatment rooms would thus enable the existing facilities to be sustained, expanded and upgraded.  It should be emphasised however that, in terms of activity at the site, not all treatment rooms would necessarily be in use at the same time.  Furthermore, many specialist treatments regularly exceed an hour in length and thus the throughput of patients is far less than that associated with general dentistry.


	
	4.3
	In addition to facilitating the provision of additional treatment rooms, the proposal will also allow the existing facilities to be complemented by, for example, an OPG x-ray room.  An OPG (orthopantomagram) is a panoramic scanning dental x-ray.  Unlike other kinds of dental x-ray which capture just one tooth or a section of the mouth, panoramic x-rays show the whole mouth in one single image and thus provides important diagnostic information regarding the entire dental situation within and around a patient’s jaw.


	
	4.4
	A further benefit to patients as a result of the proposal will be a second dedicated consultation room where patients’ concerns and treatment plans can be discussed with the patient in complete privacy.  A second dedicated decontamination room (LDU) is also provided to minimise the risks both to the patients and of cross-contamination of instruments.


	
	4.5
	Whilst the existing dental practice has limited facilities for on-site parking, the patient base of the practice is essentially drawn from the local area and patients either walk to the practice or use public transport.  There is a bus stop immediately in front of the premises.  Despite the fact that most patients are drawn from the local area, for the minority of patients who do arrive at the practice by car there are no on-street parking restrictions (other than in front of the bus stop) and there are several marked parking bays.  Furthermore, the practice is close to the Birchwood neighbourhood centre which has a parade of shops and on-street parking provision.  Notwithstanding this, the applicant is prepared to introduce measures to discourage the use of cars.  Such measure could include:

· When making an appointment patients would be asked to use public transport.

· Offer a small incentive to patients who do not arrive by car.

· Display bus timetables in Reception;

· Display contact details for local taxi firms in Reception.

· Display information in Reception regarding the health benefits of walking and cycling.
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	4.6
	In addition to the above, there is an existing space for disabled parking at the front of the building and a further car can be accommodated on the frontage.  It is also proposed to provide cycle parking.


	5.
	Conclusion


	
	5.1
	This application has detailed the extremely high demand for dental care, especially by NHS patients, at a time when such services are not widely available and in fact are actually reducing.  It is the applicants’ aim to increase NHS dental provision through the provision of additional treatment rooms for the benefit of the local community.


	
	5.2
	The proposed change of use will result in the loss of a residential flat.  Whilst Policy SADM9 of the Local Plan seeks to resist the loss of housing, it does allow an exception where a proposal will have significant social benefits.



	
	5.3
	Policy SP6 of the Local Plan recognises that dental practices are a community service and facility much valued by the community and states that the Council will ensure that communities can easily access such facilities by allowing their expansion and enhancement, by making sure that such facilities are improved to meet the day-to-day needs of residents and by supporting the upgrading of facilities where there are known to be gaps in provision.

.

	
	5.4
	Whilst it is recognised that this proposal will result in a loss of one residential flat, the background detailed above as to why the additional treatment rooms are needed and why they should be provided here, is a material consideration that should be afforded considerable weight since the health and well-being of the local community are potentially affected
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