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Regional spatial strategy — sub-regions


Response to South West Regional Assembly consultation





NB These views are within the context of CPRE's overall campaign and lobbying on the Planning Bill.


 


1. Situations where sub-regional arrangements (with policies built into the proposed RSS) might be desirable - as opposed to situations where voluntary cross-boundary co-operative working might suffice. (A and B of Consultation paper)





We suggest that a key consideration in deciding the most appropriate way forward for different areas should be the best functional arrangement to achieve urban renaissance – given its core importance in RPG10.





It should be clear that sub-regional studies should not necessarily imply urban extension. 





We consider that decision-making should always be made at the most local level possible (ref our response to the Planning Green paper). 





The concept of a more co-ordinated approach is therefore generally welcome, with formal arrangements for sub-regions minimised to those cases where it would add value. 





We would like to see guidance requiring community participation in and consultation on the draft sub-regional studies, both where a formal approach is adopted and for other cross-boundary studies.





We would also like to see examination in public of any resulting policies, preferably with a hearing at a location in or close to the study area.





No serious concerns have arisen in our internal consultation re the four areas identified under ‘A’ for a full sub-regional approach (West of England, Glos-Cheltenham, Bournemouth-Poole and Plymouth). 





Gloucester and Cheltenham — We agree with the proposal: the current arrangements can hamper a co-ordinated approach to urban renaissance. 


Bournemouth-Poole — We can see the logic for a sub-regional approach. 


Plymouth and Cornwall — The proposal appears to have merit in helping to achieve a focus on regeneration of the city - as opposed to allocation of green field sites (in, for example, South Devon) or remote employment land sites (such as Broadmoor Farm in Caradon). It will however be important to recognise the historic entity and cultural identity of Cornwall and the barrier of the Tamar estuary: a sub-regional approach should not lead to plans to expand the Plymouth PUA into Cornwall.


Swindon – There appear to be difficulties in achieving a focus on urban renaissance in Swindon under the current arrangements. The co-ordinated approach with Cotswold district is welcome.


Our Dorset branch sees no logic for joint planning for Dorchester and Weymouth – they are two separate communities. Similarly there is likely to be resistance to joint planning of Sherborne and Yeovil, with fears re any eastward expansion of Yeovil.





We have no specific comments on Section C: Cross boundary working between Regions. 





2. Rural areas and Countryside character (Section D of Consultation)





We are doubtful about designating ‘deep’ rural areas as a sub-region. If there are specific requirements, this should be capable of being covered by policy in the proposed RSS – such as the current policy for Areas of Special Need in RPG10. If there were to be policy for ‘deep’ rural areas, there would need to be clarity on what is meant – as what is regarded as ‘deep’ in one part of the region may not be what is regarded as ‘deep" in another — and there would need to be corresponding policy for ‘countryside in urban shadow’. 





We are however concerned about the gap which the proposed new planning system leaves in terms of protection of the countryside – particularly undesignated countryside. There are for example major geographical landscape features �— such as the Cotswold scarp — which cross local authority boundaries and may need a common policy to protect their character. 





Countryside Character assessment is needed at a more detailed level than the areas shown in RPG10 to identify such features. The current renewable energy study has, for example, faced difficulty in adequately assessing landscape issues due to the lack of comprehensive and consistent information across the region at this more detailed level. 





The Countryside Character approach has unfortunately been through a phase (in the transition from Countryside Commission to Countryside Agency) when its practical application was not fully worked up. However there are now some more detailed studies emerging across the country, such as that for Staffordshire, with good quality supplementary planning guidance/polices for local plans being developed from them. Given the extent and quality of our undesignated countryside we think this approach has particular relevance to the South West. 





We would therefore like to see Regional Assembly considering such work, possibly as part of its agency agreements with county councils – with appropriate policies being developed for use in RSS and/ or LSFs.





3. Other issues requiring co-ordination 





There may be specific issues (as opposed to sub-regional policy) where RSS policy and/or agency agreements could provide a stronger direction to achieve co-ordinated action. 





Constraints mapping —We would draw your attention, for example, to Policy SS5 in RPG10 and the requirement in it for ‘constraints mapping’ in conjunction with urban extension studies. We proposed (in a letter to Assembly in Spring 2002) that a co-ordinated and consistent approach be applied to these studies and this was, we understand, put to the Officers Working Group. However no practical result seems to have been forthcoming. (Nor have any such studies apparently involved public participation or consultation – see above re our comments on the need for consultation).





Urban capacity studies and Local Housing Need Studies — These are two other instances where a lack of a co-ordinated and consistent approach presently appears to be hampering good planning. 





4. Transitional arrangements for structure plans 





We support the current round of Structure plans as very important in the transitional period to RSS. However this is subject to them including current RPG policies re urban renaissance (brown-field targets, focus on PUAs, etc). 





There are some quality issues emerging in this respect – with the tight timetable and district authorities input being limited in many cases by their involvement in completing local plans. 





PUA boundary definition currently appears to be causing difficulties in this respect. The draft structure plan for Devon, for example, includes the potential new settlement within the proposed PUA boundary for Exeter. A similar situation is occurring in Wiltshire, where a number of villages in North Wilts have been included within the Swindon PUA boundary in the consultation on the structure plan review. 


 


5. Conformity and enforcement





The capacity of both Regional Assembly and Government Office in monitoring the consistency and conformity of the current round of structure and local plans is therefore crucial. These will be key documents in the period before the new planning documents are developed and finalised. We will want to discuss this further with both Assembly and Government Office. 





6. Agency arrangements with county councils 





Environment — In our initial comments on the Planning Green Paper last year we flagged up the environmental expertise currently held by some structure plan authorities and our concern that this should not be lost. We would like to see this expertise utilised in the agency arrangements – particularly as at present Assembly has no specific environmental staff. 





Counties have the ability to supply key environmental information for sub-regional or cross boundary studies, whereas planning at the regional level can result in excessive reliance on desk-based work, and ignore more local knowledge. See above re our suggestion that agency arrangements include Countryside character studies.





Housing — Similarly county councils often hold specialist expertise in housing which we would like to see utilised.





7. Transport 





The best mechanism also needs to be found (both in relation to sub-regional arrangements and agency agreements) to tie transport planning in with wider planning objectives, such as reducing the need to travel and urban renaissance. 





We remain concerned that under the new proposals (whereby Local Transport Plans will remain the responsibility of county councils) transport may become divorced from overall planning considerations. 








Wendy Lutley


Regional Policy Officer
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