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CPRE South West (566), Matter 3/1  

draft RSS EIP 2007

3/1: Strategy approach

In setting out the broad Spatial Strategy is the draft RSS sufficiently clear on the meaning of ‘balanced growth’ and in particular:

    a.   Do the three broad strategy emphases adequately reflect the range of strategic 

          issues in the region? 

b. To what extent are these strategic emphases reflected in the draft RSS policies? 

      Should there be differences of approach to the rural area issues in the three   

      broad areas? 

    c.   Are the broad transportation implications adequately identified?

SUMMARY

· RSS needs to set a clear and sustainable Vision in line with the Integrated Regional Strategy and the four SD Policies. Aims and/or overarching policy deriving from that then needs to be set out at the beginning of each of the following sections in RSS – including Section 3.

· Aspirational job figures need to be removed from Sections 3 & 4, and monitoring of the relationship between jobs and homes clearly be required by RSS as part of Plan Monitor and Manage in order to start to implement ‘balanced growth’ and to reduce the need to travel.

· The wording of the strategy emphases needs to be clarified. We suggest  ‘realise potential’, ‘economic restructuring to support regeneration and reduce disparities’ and ‘managed growth’ - all ‘within environmental limits’ 

· There is a need to further clarify the role and function of individual SSCTs and possibly list other larger settlements where economic restructuring/urban renaissance is important (see further under Matter 3/2).

· We suggest use of DEFRA’s urban-rural classification and recommend the incorporation of the rural sparsity definition and methodology to help provide a finer grained approach for individual rural areas that ensures that their rural character is maintained (see further under Matter 3/3).

· The statement on The Region's Priorities for Investment and text elsewhere in RSS needs to be amended to support the aim of ‘balanced growth’, ie reducing the need to travel and achieving modal shift to walking, cycling and public transport, with the priority being the main urban areas. 
· Further development of Policy F is required to ensure ‘a sustainable and ordered approach’ to urban development. This should also assist in ensuring that urban transport schemes are truly sustainable - and do not, for example, exacerbate growth in rural traffic.
DETAILED COMMENTS

Overall

1. Our understanding of ‘balanced growth’ in draft RSS is the intention to more closely match the provision of jobs and homes in order to reduce the need to travel and facilitate an increased proportion of movement by public transport, walking, and cycling.  However, there are several inconsistencies in RSS in relation to this.

2. Firstly, the job figures in Sections 3 and 4 are largely aspirational and not based on realistic projections. We therefore consider that they should be excluded from RSS policy (as recommended by the Panel in the East of England). It is vitally important, however, that RSS monitoring is introduced (preferably at Super Output Area level) to record net gains/losses in jobs and houses and that this is taken into account as part of Plan, Monitor and Manage to achieve a closer alignment between the two.

3. A second difficulty is that the functional analysis work for RSS has focused almost exclusively on travel to work and self-containment and has excluded consideration of environmental assets/goods and services provided by a settlement and its hinterland. The result appears to have been the identification of places suitable for growth when they may be severely constrained by local environmental ‘limits’.

4. A third issue that undermines the ‘balanced growth’ approach is the lack of a clear and sustainable Vision for RSS. The Vision in Section 1, para 1.3.1, for example, is not in line with the principles of the Integrated Regional Strategy or the following SD policies - whilst laudable aims elsewhere can be found only in small print. (There are also a number of other statements in bold within RSS (for example at the end of Section 2 on the functional approach) whose status needs to be clarified.)

5. The result is that the context of Sections 1 & 2 has already made the introduction to Section 3 unclear and this is further exacerbated in its introductory text. For example, para 3.1.2 ‘ dealing with expected high levels of growth..’ might better be expressed as expected continued high levels of growth (there is no trend towards higher population growth in the region (see our comments on Matters 2).

Question a – Reflection of the range of strategic issues

6. The three broad strategy emphases do provide a broad over-view, although the ‘short’ wording is misleading, particularly ‘stimulate economy’ - when the emphasis should be on regeneration and reducing disparity. We would suggest ‘economic restructuring’ might be more appropriate – and that all three emphases need to be in the context of ‘within environmental limits’ (in line with the Regional Economic Strategy Vision).

7.  Any extension of Bath, for example, is highly constrained by its historic and surrounding landscape assets, despite being within the ‘realise potential’ zone. It therefore requires an approach that should involve the development of alternative economic options to contribute to regional prosperity rather than reliance on built extension. Hence our recommendation in draft RSS that Policy A should refer to the need to develop alternative economic options for all SSCTs.

8. The consistency of the three emphases is also undermined by the aspirational nature and high levels of development proposed for places such as Truro, Plymouth, and Barnstaple where ‘economic restructuring’ should be the priority and where the environmental limits of close and high-quality coast and countryside need to be considered. Similarly, there are environmental limits in relation to the development of other SSCTs, such as Exeter (also close to coast and high-quality countryside). 

9.  See also our comments under Matters 3/2 re the possible need to give guidance to ensure the identification of some larger settlements (such as Exmouth) where economic restructuring might contribute to the urban renaissance, and that are currently unnamed within RSS.  

Question b – Reflection of strategic emphases in RSS policies  - rural areas

10. Map 3.1, although intended to show a gradation, gives the impression, for example, that Exmoor National Park should come within the ‘realise potential’ emphasis area, when, as a largely sparsely settled rural area, the emphasis needs to be on economic restructuring to help reduce disparities. Similarly valued countryside in the north Dorset area and along the A350 corridor falls within the ‘realise potential’ part of the region - but the quality of the countryside and the need to reduce levels of growth to maintain the rural character of that area, suggests an approach that should be much more on in line with ‘manage growth’ and ‘economic restructuring’.  This same thinking should apply to all the nationally designated landscapes in the region.

11. The three different emphases have been taken into account to some extent in the calculation of annual housing allocations for rural areas - but this has then been ‘eroded’ by individual local authorities seeking to increase their allocation especially in the first 10 years, in the apparent hope of achieving a higher level of affordable homes.  As we point out in Matter 1/1 this is actually likely to have the effect of exacerbating the imbalance in local housing markets. 

12. We have proposed therefore, under Matter 2, that DEFRA’s rural sparsity definition and methodology be used to ‘proof’ housing allocations to ensure that numbers for rural parts of the region are in fact lower than previous delivery/plan levels and respect rural character - and do not continue to promote dispersed development. This would support the intention of draft RSS of focusing a higher degree of development in the larger urban areas to achieve a greater ‘balance’ between homes and jobs/services and reduce the need to travel. 

13.  This approach would also assist, in conjunction with other information such as nationally designated landscapes, in providing a finer grained approach to rural areas within the three strategy emphases - to ensure that their rural character is retained by pursuing economic models that minimise built development and further growth of rural traffic. See our further comments on this under Matter 3/3 in relation to providing more detailed guidance for LDFs.

Question c – Transportation implications 

14. We are particularly concerned about the list of The Region's Priorities for Investment set out at the end of Section 3 and would wish to see considerable amendment to it, (as set out in our comments on draft RSS). We are concerned that the transport projects it identifies - and the emphasis in Section 5 Transport and the Implementation Plan - appear to favour infrastructure for inter-regional transport provision, and thus undermine the approach to ‘balanced growth’ intended in Section 3. 

15. It is essential therefore that the final RSS Section 3 clarifies that the priority for ‘balanced growth’ should be both reducing the need to travel and promoting a shift to more sustainable transport modes, with the emphasis on the main urban areas within the region. The overarching aims should be to assist in reducing carbon emissions, to help to improve the ‘liveability’ of the region's towns and cities in relation to the countryside, and to protect the rural character and tranquillity of the region's countryside - including seeking to reduce traffic growth on rural roads and loss of their enjoyment (and safety) for walking and cycling.

16. In contrast, many of the inter-regional road-based schemes have significant sustainability issues associated with them, as do many local road-based schemes that local authorities continue to promote at the regional level through the Implementation Plan.

17.  We would also wish to see amendment to misleading text in Section 2. For example para 2.1.2 says ‘A reliable journey time of less than two hours to London is seen by the region's business community as increasingly important, disadvantaging the more western parts of the region.’ and goes on to emphasise inter-regional transport links as a priority. 

18. The statement refers in fact to research carried out for SWRDA in support of the RES/RSS that looked at productivity, and where the researchers examined the correlation between productivity and road-based distance from London (using simply AA derived distances/times). They have openly acknowledged that this does not imply that lower productivity further west is the result of travel distance/time from London. Indeed other research acknowledges the importance of local transport links in creating a larger labour force with greater skill potential locally as possibly being more relevant to productivity levels. The SWARMMs study also indicated that the main perceived economic benefit to the region comes from improved public transport links to London.

19 Our comments above have implications for appropriate development levels for some of smaller SSCTs and rural areas. For example, Barnstaple is poorly served by public transport and its travel to work area impinges on both the coast and tranquil areas of countryside. 

20 The SWARMMs study advocated a phased approach - to provide improvements in public transport  - and demand management, in order to avoid traffic growth from any upgrading along the A303/358 road corridor. Previous consideration (through the RPG10 process) and subsequent regional prioritisation has also continued to reject the A350 as a strategic route for improvement in the context of the high quality countryside that it passes through. This has relevance in relation to proposed levels of development for Yeovil and high quality countryside in North Dorset /West Wiltshire.

21. Another current issue is that rural accessibility proposals in SWARMMs (public transport hubs/interchanges and improved public transport services) are already being undermined. Park-and-ride schemes (being planned for example at Taunton and Truro for example) aimed at reducing town centre congestion, unfortunately may be undermining the ability to provide more frequent public transport services from adjacent rural settlements in the future, and may actually exacerbate growth in rural traffic. 

22. RSS needs therefore to set clear criteria for urban-based transport schemes to ensure that they truly do promote more sustainable transport options. This could be reflected more fully in Policy F Master planning - in conjunction with our recommendation that it is supplemented by guidance on the ‘sustainable and ordered progression’ to any new development.  This should ensure that urban renaissance and remedying existing infrastructure deficits is dealt with as the first priority and that improvements to rural public transport are not undermined in the process of solving urban congestion.

*******

