CPRE South West

November 2004

Response to South West Regional Assembly consultation on possible development strategies for the Regional Spatial Strategy

Question 1 -- views on the three spatial strategy approaches

Strategy 1 -- continue with RPG10

Advantages

We consider that the spatial policy set out in RPG10 has a number of advantages:
It was arrived at after careful consultation including a full Public Examination only a few years ago -- and is now a statutory document.

It has not yet been fully implemented and tested, but the signs are that it is beginning to work -- with local plans only currently being put in place to fully reflect its policies.

It aids the delivery of urban renaissance within the South West, including policies to encourage the optimum use of brown-field sites, high-density development and good design.

It is based on a Plan Monitor and Manage and sequential approach -- and therefore allows adjustment to reflect different growth rates.

It confines development in rural areas and market towns to local needs only -- and therefore encourages a move away from the previous pattern of dispersed development.

It supports self-containment and reducing the need to travel.

It includes useful policies supporting mixed development, the provision of affordable homes and locating homes and jobs in close proximity to each other.

It includes a range of other policies to support achieving the most sustainable outcome.

Disadvantages
There are a number of weaknesses, but these are largely in relation to implementation and could be remedied: 

Plan monitor and manage (including phasing in relation to the provision of infrastructure) and the sequential approach have yet to be effectively and fully introduced in practice. 

Some of the Principal Urban Areas are not yet working in practice – green-field development on the fringe is still taking place in advance of that on brown-field sites and further investment in sustainable public transport, environmental improvements, services etc is required to achieve urban renaissance at the present size before any expansion is considered. 

This is being exacerbated by attempts in some cases to define Principal Urban Area boundaries beyond the existing built-up area. There is also no region-wide initiative to encourage investment in environmental improvements to make our cities pleasanter places to live.

More open market three and four-bedroom housing is being provided than was originally envisaged: the annual housing figures were derived largely under the previous Predict and Provide approach and have been treated as hard targets, while the indicative target for affordable homes within that has not been met. 

Stronger policies and greater investment will be required to address the provision of affordable homes to meet local needs.

Dispersed development is still continuing because RPG10 policies are not yet fully in place at district plan level.

Policies to achieve more mixed and high-density development have yet to be achieved and require a much higher priority and promotion in the future (in tandem with good design).

Policies to locate homes and jobs in close proximity have yet to be achieved and require a higher priority. (In particular, there is a problem with brown-field employment land being reallocated for housing, with the designation of new employment land on green-field sites).

More detailed monitoring is required to help achieve some of the above (density, detail of affordable provision, etc).

The local needs policy for development in rural areas could be interpreted in too restrictive a way. However we think it should be retained and clarified -- see our comments below.

Comments

Strategy 1 needs to be tested for the Sustainability Appraisal/S E A for lower, the same and higher housing levels -- see our comments under Question 2.

Local Needs 

We think that the policy to confine development in rural areas and market towns to local needs only should be retained -- whichever scenario is chosen. The Region should not throw out what appears to be a perfectly good policy -- that has scarcely been tested or reached the stage of practical implementation.  It could however be more clearly defined. 

It should be possible to provide more guidance within RSS on assessing local need: a criteria based approach/sustainability audit that would provide the rationale for a rural area, market town or village to identify legitimate development to meet sustainable local need. Differing needs and circumstances across the region may require different approaches to improve access to services or jobs in rural areas - but this could be possible under the local needs policy.

As part of our input to Regional Assembly's RSS Rural Policy Task Group this summer, for example, we pointed out that very many communities in the South West are out of balance and that what is needed is to achieve balance – by, for example, providing affordable homes to create more mixed communities or creating jobs close to homes to reduce commuting and enhance self-containment. 

Local Housing Needs Assessments are an important part of the information required, and although mentioned in RPG10 are not yet consistently available across the South West or to a standard that includes the relationship of homes to employment.

_____________________________________________________________

Strategy 2 -- concentrate growth on a smaller number of Principal Urban Areas and their immediate catchments

Advantages
We see relatively few advantages in this scenario -- although it still promotes urban renaissance and avoids dispersed development in rural areas across the region.

A focus on fewer Principal Urban Areas could require less infrastructure and allow the development of regionally important facilities. 

Disadvantages
Infrastructure and services - We question the viability of delivering infrastructure and services for this more focused scenario. It is good that the consultation paper stresses the need for investment in infrastructure as a basic requirement before substantial housing development would be allowed. However the provision of infrastructure (sustainable transport systems, health service provision, investment in schools, affordable housing, use of brown field sites, other urban renaissance projects, etc) is already lagging behind current needs for most Principal Urban Areas. Swindon is a particular example of this and our Wiltshire branch will be responding with more detail.

Sequential approach - A focus on a small number of cities may allow communities elsewhere to be disadvantaged and their brown-field sites to be under utilised (National policy (PPG3) requires a sequential approach to arrive at the most sustainable way forward.).

Evidence base -- At present there is a lack of evidence to indicate which Principal Urban Areas might be more suitable for urban extension than others. RPG10 requires Urban Capacity Studies as a first step, followed by Urban Extension Studies, the latter including Constraints Mapping. 

· Urban capacity studies are now largely complete for the Principal Urban Areas (and Other Designated Centres for Growth), but there is no regional comparative information in the public domain. 

· Government added the requirement for Constraints Mapping at a late stage of RPG10 - recognising that the mapping of national environmental designations and flood plains around the Principal Urban Areas for the Public Examination was insufficient. In subsequent correspondence we have reminded both Government Office and Regional Assembly that the constraints mapping should include mapping of local environmental capital (ancient woodland, local nature reserves, common land, National Trust land, etc) in order to fully assess the implications for Sustainability Appraisal/ S EA and ensure that valued habitats, open space and small communities on the edge of Principal Urban Areas are protected. This work has yet to be carried out. We assume that it will be included in the city region studies.

Linking housing and jobs -- There is also a lack of evidence to ensure that this scenario is adequately linking housing and employment.  We are concerned that exacerbating imbalances between housing and employment will lead to more commuting, especially by car.

Comments
As above, Strategy 2 needs to be tested in terms of sustainability/S E A at lower, current and higher housing growth levels.

_______________________________________________________________

Strategy 3 -- differential approach

Advantages
This scenario could possibly reflect different circumstances in different parts of the region – allowing, for example, recognition of the unique characteristics of Cornwall.

It could also allow for differential rates of growth -- and take the pressure off of areas such as the far west or Dorset.

Disadvantages

However we feel that there are very real risks to this approach:

It could open the door to a more laissez-faire approach and open market pressures, encourage more dispersed development again, reduce the effectiveness of the sequential and urban renaissance approach, place pressure on the north of the region and add to regional disparities.

Comments
See our comments under Scenario 1 for suggestions as to how policy on local needs might be developed to recognise the needs of different rural areas.

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​____________________________________________________________________

Question 2 -- other strategies

New towns 

We agree that this should not be considered.  It was the subject of considerable debate during the RPG10 Public Examination in 2000 and was ruled out as being inappropriate and an unsustainable way forward. It would promote a return to more dispersed development and damage to the landscape and countryside that is so highly valued in the South West.

Past development trends

We agree that this should not be considered -- as per our comments above, the alternative of focused development and urban renaissance was agreed following extensive consultation and the public examination for RPG10 only a few years ago and its new approach has yet to be fully implemented.

Lower housing growth option
All three spatial strategies need to be considered in the light of national policy on Plan Monitor and Manage – and therefore need to be tested in terms of sustainability Appraisal and SEA for lower housing growth, growth at similar levels to RPG10 and higher growth. 

It is our belief that lower housing growth would be both realistic and more sustainable than current and higher housing growth options - and could become a reality. The region could, for example, be faced with lower growth than is currently envisaged and the RSS needs to be tested against such possibilities: lower economic growth than has happened in recent years, falling house prices, increased costs of oil, etc.

In August our Regional Policy Officer met Regional Assembly staff and raised concern at the preliminary papers suggesting that a ‘low growth option’ is unrealistic.  She pointed out that:

· Terminology -- The option should more accurately be referred to as a ‘lower housing growth’ -- rather than as ‘low growth’.  The option considered was 25% lower housing levels than current RPG10 -- which is still high.  Scotland has a similar population level to the South West (circa 5 million) and has only just in the last year or so started to halt and seek to reverse population decline -- i.e. Scotland has ‘low growth’. Even under a reduced rate growth in the South West would still be high. 

· Skills and added value -- A lower growth scenario for housing was considered as part of the Public Examination for RPG10 -- and indeed the Panel recommended a sustainable economic policy referring to the need to invest in skills and training (accepted by Government -- Policy EC1) in order to reduce reliance on inmigration as a source of labour. A lower growth scenario for housing could therefore be realistic if it included adequate investment in skills and training and added value to provide an alternative more sustainable approach to achieving regional prosperity. (Our Regional Policy Officer subsequently produced a more detailed working paper on this for Regional Assembly -- see annex).

· Affordable housing -- The lower housing growth scenario has been deemed unrealistic in that it would not provide adequate affordable housing.  There is however no direct link between the total number of housing and affordable provision.  Very little affordable housing is currently provided via section 106 as a proportion of open market developments.  The bulk of current affordable provision comes from public funding -- and hopefully in the future a larger proportion will come from the private sector as tougher policies are included in local plans and Plan Monitor and Manage is fully implemented.  

· Environmental implications -- In the Summer DEFRA published a report looking at some of the sustainability issues if the Barker proposal extra homes in southern England was taken forward. It raises issues that are equally relevant to the South West -- in particular the implications for aggregates and energy with higher levels of housing.  The report did not cover transport implications -- and comments that it did not look in detail at the environmental implications of urban extensions (see above re Constraints Mapping around the Principal Urban Areas). 

We also suggested to Regional Assembly -- via the Environment Support Group -- that the DEFRA work would provide a start point for a more rigorous analysis of the effect of different levels of growth in the South West as part of the Sustainability Appraisal/SEA process. More recently the SEA report for the East of England (another highly rural region affected by high growth rates) warns that further development of any significant scale would be ‘intrinsically damaging’ to the region's environment.

Quality of life -- In our submission to consultation on key issues of RSS earlier this year, we pointed out that growth in the South West is double the national average rate, the fastest of any region, and putting pressure on all environmental resources  - green-field land, road space, water, waste, emissions, etc. It is fast eroding the rural quality of the region’s countryside – including having adverse repercussions for quality of life and the region’s economy. CPRE monitoring shows that:

· Tranquillity -- There has been a 20 per cent loss of tranquil areas in the region between the early 1960s and 1990s. Our projections of traffic on minor rural roads over the next 30 years suggest we can expect continued loss of tranquillity and the ability to walk in safety and comfort on our smaller lanes if current policy continues.

· Dark skies - Our more recent work on light pollution shows a similar trend: on average, the light shining upwards at night from each square kilometre in the South West has risen by 17 per cent in less than a decade.

The cumulative environmental effects make continuing built development at its present high rate unsustainable -- and it would be crazy to deliberately accelerate growth. The region should aim to manage change -- not fuel growth.  Developing the district level housing figures for RSS will therefore be a very important next stage in the RSS process -- see our further comments under Question 3.

Question 3: other comments

Relationship with other regions - It is crucial that the situation and evolving policy in other regions is taken into account in developing RSS for the South West.  For example, the ready availability of new open market housing (as would be the case with continued high levels or accelerated housing growth in the region) could undermine Government plans for the south of England 
and efforts to achieve urban renaissance in London, the West Midlands, South Wales, etc. It is also important to consider the knock-on effect to more northerly English regions and Scotland seeking to reverse population decline and/or achieve urban renaissance. 

City region studies - We hope that Regional Assembly will ensure full public participation in these studies: our branches are currently reporting a variable approach with some apparently not having been invited to be involved in the process.  The studies will be an important part of the evidence base required to fully implement RPG10 and develop it into the most sustainable way forward for RSS.  See our comments above on the need for information from the Urban Capacity Studies (for both Principal Urban Areas and Other Designated Centres for Growth) and for Constraints Mapping of local environmental capital around the urban fringes.

Loss of structure plans and Other Designated Centres for Growth - Addressing the gap between regional and local will be important given the loss of structure plans. It will be particularly important, for example, to set clear criteria to establish which settlements are identified as ‘Other Designated Centres for Growth’. Existing structure plans will also need to be reviewed for any other potential sub-regional or area policies.  For example, several structure plans include Areas of Great Landscape Value that extend beyond individual districts and are of higher than local value.  

Developing the housing figures -- This will be a very important next stage in developing RSS and we very much hope that there will be participation and a consultative approach to provide a bottom-up mechanism to inform the development of the district allocations.  Local Housing Needs Assessments will be an important part of the information required and it will be important to determine both the environmental capacity of the district and what proportion should be aimed at affordable housing to meet local need. RSS should: distinguish between social needs and free market housing; differentiate allocations required for Principal Urban Areas, other centres of growth and rural areas; and give greater guidance on the mix and type of housing required. The aim of RSS should be to meet legitimate local need in a sustainable way and manage population change -- not to encourage population growth.  It is therefore vital that in developing the district housing figures, RSS distinguishes local ‘need’ from market ‘demand’ and a more sophisticated approach to developing the numbers is used than for RPG10 (which was essentially still a Predict and Provide approach).

Implementation and urban renaissance -- A stronger focus on delivering urban regeneration is needed than exists in RPG10. See our comments under Scenario 1.

Similarly, in parts of the South West (particularly Cornwall), new housing continues to be built at very low densities: and this needs to be addressed along with the increased effort to deliver improved design.  Concentrating development at the Principal Urban Areas should also not undermine the sequential approach and the potential that may exist for urban regeneration and redevelopment of brown-field sites in other settlements. 

Landscape, environmental and related rural and economic policies -- It is good to see recognition in the consultation document of the need to protect rural landscapes, the region's strongest defining feature, from creeping suburbanisation, loss of tranquillity and light pollution.  However we are concerned that this is not yet built into the emerging RSS. The final RSS should acknowledge that the environment, landscape and heritage (built and unbuilt) are the basis of much of the South West's economy and prosperity; include strong policies to promote and maintain local character, distinctiveness and high-quality design; and more sustainable economic policies.  A key aim of RSS should therefore be to secure continuing and effective stewardship of the land to ensure landscape conservation.  

Transport, self-containment and reducing the need to travel - The consultation paper contains some good statements on transport demand management measures, etc, but it will be vital that the next step of developing the Regional Transport Strategy (the transport chapter of RSS) is fully integrated with the process of selecting an appropriate spatial scenario and testing through the Sustainability Appraisal/SEA process. The transport chapter of RPG10 currently has some inconsistencies with policies aimed at a sustainable outcome in the remaining document. It will be particularly important to find ways of effectively implementing policy to link homes and employment to reduce the need to travel.

Public Examination -- We would like to see a more appropriate balance and less private interests at the table than has been the case, for example, at some recent structure plan inquiries. Given the size of the region it will be important to engage communities in the development of the district level housing numbers (see above) and to consider holding parts of the Public Examination at accessible locations.

Compiled on behalf of CPRE South West 

by Wendy Lutley, Regional Policy Officer

_________________________________________________________________

Appended material: CPRE South West: August 2004

Sustainable Economy policy for RSS to protect the environment – working paper

Appended material: CPRE South West: August 2004: 

Sustainable Economy policy for RSS to protect the environment – working paper

CPRE South West believes that the region should be moving towards a lower housing growth scenario, with greater investment in skills and training to reduce reliance on net inmigration to support the prosperity of the region. A Development Option of this type needs to be fully explored for RSS in order to protect the environment and provide the most sustainable way forward. (The recent DEFRA report on the Barker proposals, indicates the range of environmental and resource issues that can be affected by high housing growth.) 

This paper gives the background to the relevant policy in RPG10 - that we think needs to be retained and strengthened in RSS, monitored more fully, and integrated and emphasized in IRS. 

RPG10 Policy EC1: Economic Development requires support for the ‘sustainable development of the regional economy by:’ … developing the skills and abilities of the region’s people by improving access to training, education and employment opportunities. (last bullet point).

Although not mentioned in the title, preamble and wording itself, the policy was specifically proposed by the Public Examination Panel to give clear and explicit guidance ... on the sustainable (our underline) development of the regions economy by:…

'accepting some continued inward migration as a means of maintaining an adequate labour supply but placing greater (our underline) emphasis on developing the skills and abilities of the region's people by improving access to training, education and employment opportunities. (Panel report on RPG10 (2000), p 52/3, Rec 5.1)

This was  'Agree' d by Government (p22, Reasons for changes, GOSW (2000). 

Although the specific wording recommended by the Panel ‘ .. and thus reducing the reliance of the Region’s business on a labour supply from outside’ (Panel report, A29) was not included, the purpose and sentiment of the recommendation was clearly agreed by Government and included in the final document. Clearly it was considered, by both Panel and Government, to be a realistic way forward for the region, is current policy now and needs to be fully explored for RSS. 

Some initial questions:

 
· Can Assembly, as part of RPG10 monitoring, indicate how much greater investment in real terms there has been in skills and training in the region since RPG10 was published (2001) (by SWRDA directly, via Skills and Learning Councils, in priority sectors, parts of the region, etc)?

· The policy came into place at roughly the same time that the ring fencing constraining RDA expenditure was relaxed – and the potential for increased investment in skills was investigated in Assembly’s first Scrutiny hearing (Autumn 2001). Are there any plans to monitor progress?
· Can SLIM (the Observatory’s module on skills and learning) assist Assembly in compiling the information? Are there related targets in FRESA (the regional framework for employment and skills)?
· Is there any assessment of quality of delivery? Evidence presented at the South West hearing for the ODPM’s investigation into Disparities in Regional Prosperity (Spring 2003) suggested that delivery of training and business advice in the South West was in many instances nothing short of a shambles.
Wendy Lutley, Regional Policy Officer

______________________________________________________________

� CPRE is of course also greatly concerned at these proposals for accelerated housing growth on green-field sites affecting parts of the South East, West Midlands and East of England regions. 
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