24th June 2022
Ref: WND/2022/0437
                           I have been a resident of Cold Ashby for 34 years and write to make some personal, independent observations and comments that may be relevant re. the above planning application.
 I am not a Parish Councillor nor a member of The Community Group.
Agents Sydney Phillips handled the sale of The Black Horse to Mr Kuznecovs of Friendship Zone after the pub closed during the Covid Crisis. The following is from their website: 
The Black Horse, Cold Ashby has been owned and operated by its current occupier (i.e. the previous landlord) since February 2018 and was operated as a 'community, family and pet friendly' public house serving bar snacks and offering live entertainment and pub games throughout the week...
The purchaser Mr Kuznecovs comments, “After already owning a restaurant in Northampton I’m delighted to add to my growing portfolio of hospitality properties, in the coming months I’ll be looking to transform the Black Horse into a destination food led pub while maintaining the local community drinking trade”
The applicant invited interested villagers to attend a meeting at the pub on 22nd January 2022 to discuss his plans. I did not receive an invitation but I did later receive a letter from the applicant in which he accused villagers of blackmail, harassment, intimidation and threats during this meeting. Subsequently, I received a letter from the attending Community Group denying that any of these accusations were valid.
Apparently, Mr Kuznecovs said he realised after moving in (September 2021) that the property was too small to become a restaurant. He had originally purchased the pub for conversion to a restaurant which was to be run by his brother who would live in the residential accommodation on the first floor. The attendees made it clear that they wanted the pub to be reopened as a pub. The applicant stated that it was not his intention to run a pub, so he would therefore advertise for a manager. The villagers suggested that this was unrealistic as the profits would not support a manager’s salary. 
Mr Kuznecovs  indicated that he had exhausted available funds for further refurbishment and intended to seek a grant from ‘The Community Ownership Fund’ and that it would be possible to open the pub by the end of the year. This may have been his intention at the time but he has clearly changed his plans since, which is evidenced by this application for change of use.
Since than he has attended several monthly Parish Council meetings.
The following are a few representative extracts from the minutes:
· March:  The current owner stated an intention to commence alterations to parts of the pub in readiness for its future function as a community resource.
· April:  There was an extended open forum session devoted largely to the question of the status of the public house and the need for enforcement of the current planning status. 
· May:... much animated discussion on the planning situation at the local public house and on its deteriorating state and appearance. The view of the meeting was that this was to the general detriment of the village. There was also dissatisfaction with the response of the planning department which was of the view that no significant harm was being done to the village, that there were no issues that warranted enforcement and a presumption that opposition to the present state of affairs was limited to a small section of the village. All these assumptions were incorrect (examples were given and have been recorded) and are to be challenged robustly. 
· June (draft): Breaches of planning appear to be recognised but not enforced and assurances given by the applicant are given credit without guarantees of completion. 
· The council acknowledges that the owner applicant has rights under law, but feel that these are being given precedence over the rights of the villagers, whose amenities have suffered damage as a result of the pub closure.
In his planning support statement, the applicant acknowledges that the pub is registered as a community value asset but states that the Black Horse is now trading as a ‘non-licensed Community Venue’ which can be rented for ‘community gatherings’. He does not appear to appreciate that this, itself, may constitute a change of use, nor that the residents of Cold Ashby already jointly own two thriving community venues (The Memorial Village Hall and The Sports Pavilion – see below).
The applicant claims that the temporary (3 year) conversion of the ground floor to living accommodation  (presently equipped and furnished as a pub) is for the housing of a Ukrainian refugee family. 
Much as we might like to welcome refugees to our village, it should be realised that Cold Ashby no longer has a bus service, school, or shop and at present, of course, no pub. 
This could present difficulties to a family wishing to integrate as individuals – they would probably be largely reliant on the applicant.
The applicant notes that there are two other ‘licensed facilities’ in Cold Ashby. I presume he refers to The Memorial Village Hall and The Sports Pavilion. Both of these do, indeed, have small licensed bars which are used for events. They are both registered charities run and cared for by volunteers from the village and, since the closure of The Black Horse, they have combined to offer ‘Social Evenings’ (normally once a week) to the villagers. This is seen as a temporary arrangement which will cease if, or when, the Black Horse is reopened. Worthy though these arrangements are, they do not offer the chance to ‘pop down to the pub’ for a pint with friends after a day’s work!
The conversion plan, if implemented, will totally remove the existing pub’s fittings, bars etc.
Would the applicant be amenable to replacing these at the end of a three year temporary change of use and, if so, would the then occupants of the ground floor apartment be rehoused elsewhere? 
The website of the applicant, Friendship Zone, on which pictures of The Black Horse (when it was our village pub) are displayed (https://www.aepukltd.com/friendship-zone) asserts that the charity is committed to:
· Providing excellent services for the local community.
· Providing equal opportunities for all.
· Treating everybody with respect.
None of the above commitments have been evident thus far in Cold Ashby.
The Black Horse is listed as an ‘Asset of Community Value’ by your council.
This should surely mean that it is protected as a public house, which, if properly managed, would once again contribute to residents’ social life and the well-being of our small but friendly community.
