CPRE South West

South West-wide commentary relevant to LDFs no 2, July 2011 

Environmental limits and the suitability of some Strategically Significant Cities and Towns (SSCTs) for urban extension 
See also our commentary no 1 in this series which covers our continued concern at the level of and pace of development proposed in the South West and our view that LDFs should avoid over-allocation of new housing, adopt a precautionary approach to environmental limits and include fully developed policies to ensure a sustainable and orderly approach to development.  
We also consider that the policy approaches in Proposed Changes to draft RSS, mentioned on page 2 below, should be applied in considering all proposed urban extensions and the selection of smaller named settlements in LDFs. 

During the South West RPG10 and RSS processes (1999-2001 and 2006-8) CPRE supported the general principle and associated policies of focusing the bulk of development at main towns and cities in the South West - to maximise urban regeneration, encourage self-containment, reduce the need to travel and minimise unnecessary dispersed development in the countryside.
 
In RPG10 (2001) eleven Principal Urban Areas (PUAs) were identified and Policy SS5: Principal Urban Areas required ‘constraints mapping for PUA extensions, using existing and additional research’. In the following years sub-regional studies were carried out for these ‘city regions’, within which the ‘constraints mapping’ was included
. RPG10 then referred to the identification of some further locations as potential candidates for sustainable growth, to be identified at structure plan level.
Draft RSS (2006) renamed the major cities and towns as Strategically Significant Cities and Towns (SSCTs) and extended the list - as the structure plan process for identifying further settlements had been revoked. The eight additional settlements listed in Proposed Changes to draft RSS (2008) were
:
North Devon and Torridge LDF: 

Barnstaple 
Sedgemoor LDF: 


Bridgwater 

South Somerset: 


Yeovil
Teignbridge: 



Newton Abbott
 

West Dorset: 



Dorchester 

Weymouth & Portland


Weymouth

Wiltshire LDF: 



Chippenham
 , Salisbury and Trowbridge

The Sustainability Appraisal of Proposed Changes to draft RSS (paras 9.9-.20) noted that an EiP recommendation to differentiate between these different types of SSCTs was not incorporated into Proposed Changes and furthermore that Chippenham and Newton Abbot had been added to the list identified in the original functional analysis study. The allocations for housing and urban extension in Proposed Changes for these settlements were therefore made without the city-region studies and associated ‘constraints mapping’ of the larger conurbations. In any one of these settlements there is therefore the possibility that housing allocations may have been made beyond that which can be accommodated in terms of ‘environmental limits’.
Proposed changes to draft RSS also includes a number of sustainability and environmental policy requirements that indicate the type of consideration and assessment required when considering urban extension (the context being the high value and wide distribution of environmental assets in the South West), for example:

Policy SD3 requires ensuring that development respects landscape and ecological thresholds of settlements (bullet 1); 

Policy ENV2: requires local planning authorities to undertake assessments of landscape character at a strategic level and in partnership with adjoining authorities; and to use them to identify priority areas for the maintenance, enhancement and/or restoration of that character and to provide an appropriate policy framework in LDDs for each area.

Policy RE7 on sustainable land management refers to the importance of Best and Most Versatile Agricultural land (in the supporting text).
Policy GI1 Green Infrastructure requires setting out broad locations for GI appropriate to the extent and distribution of development proposed.
Whilst regional strategies are currently being revoked, it is our belief that this still constitutes important evidence base and context for LDFs in the South West, especially given the context of the very high level and widely distributed environmental assets across the South West.  
We consider therefore that the assessment required in these policies should be carried out at LDF level as part of assessing the suitability of the LDF area for accommodating the scale of development being proposed and it should be particularly rigorous for any urban extension being put forward for these smaller ‘SSCT’ settlements. In addition particularly rigorous appraisal as to the sustainable location of Chippenham and Newton Abbott is required. 
In the case of Yeovil, for example, the Sustainability Appraisal of Proposed Changes, was at a strategic level, only indicating the potential presence of Best and Most Versatile Agricultural land, while the mapping evidence that we have obtained shows the extent of BMV land around the town to be considerable. There is also extensive historic landscape/setting value in the surrounding countryside, as well as flood plain constraints. Landscape character work at local authority level does not appear to have been carried out and the GI policy in the draft core strategy (2010) is poorly developed and does not set out ‘broad locations’. 
We anticipate that others of these smaller SSCTs listed above may have similar environmental constraints and gaps in assessment. We consider this should be very carefully investigated at LDF level - with if appropriate a reduction in housing allocation for the LDF in order not to adversely affect environmental assets. We would also emphasise that we do not think it appropriate to re-allocate such housing to more rural parts of those districts - as this would be equally damaging in terms of dispersed development in the countryside with the additional issue of unsustainable location for development. 
Cross-boundary working may be required to consider whether re-allocation may be appropriate to adjoining LDF areas. However it will be equally important to consider environmental assets and any environmental limits in these situations. For example, we have always maintained that any housing allocation that required significant urban extension to the city of Bath is unacceptable in terms of environmental limits given its World Heritage status and the importance of the historic city's landscape setting.            
*****
� We may however have objected to some individual aspects or phrasing of individual policies. See � HYPERLINK "http://www.cpresouthwest.org.uk" ��www.cpresouthwest.org.uk� /Our work/Planning for our full submission on Proposed Changes, including our more detailed comments on, for example, Cornwall.  


� There was debate throughout the RSS process as to whether this had been done appropriately, but the EiP Panel appeared to determine that it had been carried out albeit to a variable and patchy standard.


� Additionally in Cornwall a ‘joint SSCT’ including Truro, Falmouth/Penrhyn and Camborne-Redruth was identified in draft RSS, when only Camborne-Redruth had been identified in RPG10 for its regeneration potential (ie not a PUA per se).   


� Added at the Proposed Changes stage but not on the original study list and subject to considerable debate. 


� Included in draft RSS but not on the original study list and again subject to considerable debate.
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