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CPRE South West (566), Matter 4/1  

draft RSS EIP 2007

4/1: West of England HMA sub-regional strategy

In setting out policies and proposals for the HMA sub-region, does the draft RSS adequately deal with the following questions:

a. Is the draft RSS sufficiently clear about the spatial outcomes it is seeking in 

        Bristol, Bath and Weston-super-Mare in terms of their present and future   

        regional and sub-regional roles and their relationship with the other parts of

        the HMA?

b. Has the scale of additional greenfield development been adequately justified 

        against the likely level of housing requirements and in particular the urban 

        renewal opportunities in Bristol, Bath and Weston-super-Mare?

    c.
Has sufficient consideration been given to the impact of the lead-in times for   
larger developments on the required annual output for the HMA?

d.   Have environmental limits arising from matters such as flood risk and the 

        protection of environmental assets, including the Bath World Heritage Site, 

        been adequately taken into account?

    e.
Have infrastructure considerations been adequately taken into account?

f.   Do the proposals adequately reflect the need to reduce the need to travel,    

        support the use of public transport and minimise congestion and in particular 

        do they reflect the output from the Greater Bristol Strategic Transport Study?

    g.
Are the proposed modifications to the Green Belt adequately justified? And

h.   Does the draft RSS set out adequate guidance on the provision of Green

        Infrastructure?

SUMMARY

· Weston-super-Mare is not culturally or economically aligned to Bristol or Bath and should be recognised as a ‘town’ having local needs
· We have serious concerns about the scale of the proposals for development on greenfield sites and the requirement that that would bring for release of Green Belt land
· A much more cautious approach is needed to release of Green Belt land.  We are not convinced that all urban regeneration opportunities have been identified 

· Any release of Green Belt land must show that “exceptional circumstances” have been demonstrated
· Away from Bristol, Bath and Weston-super-Mare, the policy should be one of matching housing with job opportunities, enabling limited growth to meet local needs only and thereby containing commuting, particularly to Bristol and Bath but also to Swindon
· At Weston-super-Mare, flood risk will need to inform the scale, form and implementation of any development
· At Bath, the City’s status as a World Heritage Site must be the overriding concern in considering future development needs
· South of Bristol, it is important to protect the high-quality landscape that is contiguous with the Mendip Hills AONB
· The pace and scale of the development proposed should not be pursued unless there is certainty that the necessary improvements to transport infrastructure and public transport, coupled with demand management, will be delivered
· In relation to travel, the need is to change behaviours and that means that public transport has to be of high quality but also affordable, reliable and convenient
· We are concerned that the significant urban extensions into the current Green Belt proposed have not been adequately justified
· On Green Infrastructure, a priority for action is to secure greater public benefits from the Green Belt
DETAILED COMMENTS

Question a – Spatial outcomes

1.  The strategy in the draft RSS appears to be predicated upon the assumption that growth should be focused on areas within 2 hours travel distance of London because of a business need for rapid access.  The RSS should, however, seize the opportunity to promote a fundamental reappraisal of working and travel patterns and encourage the development of the type of employment which will allow:

· reduced travel, and hence reduced congestion and carbon emissions 
· lower dependency on scarce resources 
· improved quality of life 
This view seems to be supported in the Strategic Sustainability Assessment, para 6.28.  See also our comments under Matter 1/1 and Matter 3/1 c) paras 17 and 18.

2.  Sub-Regional Emphases have been developed in recognition that the region is not uniform (para 4.1.1). That same recognition needs to be accorded to the cities and towns in the sub-region of the West of England. This lack of uniformity is reinforced by the current and projected travel to work patterns with Bristol and Bath exhibiting substantial net in-commuting and Weston-super-Mare net out-commuting.  

3.  Continuing to increase Weston-super-Mare’s reliance on Bristol for jobs, with this necessitating travelling a distance of circa. 40 miles each day, is not sustainable. The SSA recommends that a greater emphasis be placed on local distinctiveness, local circulation of wealth to meet local needs, economic security and on continuity in order to improve both the environment and the quality of life. Weston-super-Mare is not culturally or economically aligned to Bristol or Bath and it should be recognised as a ‘town’ having local needs. Weston-super-Mare’s development should be planned to reduce the need to travel, not encourage additional out-commuting.
4.  The SSA (para 5.6) identifies the need to protect unique individual assets and notes that damage to of the special urban character of Bath ……. would be a loss that nothing else could make up for.   There is a welcome recognition in the draft RSS of the status of Bath as a World Heritage Site: we contend that the proposal for an urban extension of 1500 houses in the environs of Bath runs is inconsistent with this recognition, since the landscape surrounding the city plays such a vital role in its setting and as such is highly significant. This issue is considered further in para 9 (in relation to Greenfield Development) and para 13 (in relation to the Environmental Limits) and para 27 in relation to the Green Belt).

5.  Bath is seen as a high quality location in which to live.  Much of the recent increase in population there has been in the retired and middle aged. The outcome of any drive for economic growth needs to be enhancement of the quality of life for all, including those in most need. Substantial additional market driven housing puts the natural environment at risk and fails to help those most in need. 

Question b – Additional greenfield development

6.  We welcome the recognition that the focus of development should be on reuse of previously developed land wherever possible.  However, we have serious concerns about the scale of the proposals for development on greenfield sites and the requirement that that would bring for release of Green Belt land.  We would question both the numbers and the distribution of proposed additional housing within the West of England HMA. The proposed distribution in the draft RSS does not recognise that Bristol has the greatest potential for reuse of brownfield land and for development of windfall sites.  We believe that there are more opportunities for imaginative, quality, energy efficient, high density new housing in all parts of the City of Bristol than has been recognised in the draft RSS (the Bristol Urban Housing Capacity Study now in preparation should confirm this).  Exploiting these opportunities would be a more sustainable approach than that proposed. Bristol is also by far the best served location within the West of England HMA for public transport and there are many opportunities there for increasing walking and cycling to work.  

7.  A much more cautious approach is needed to release of Green Belt land.  We are not convinced that all urban regeneration opportunities have been identified.  Any release of Green Belt land must show that “exceptional circumstances” have been demonstrated.  A plan, monitor and manage approach is essential .  Any premature release of greenfield sites will only serve to undermine regeneration efforts.

8.  The Green Belt to the south of Bristol in North Somerset prevents unrestricted sprawl and provides opportunities for access to the high quality open countryside that is valued by the urban population. This value should not be undermined by any development proposed for south Bristol and associated with Bristol airport.

9. The draft RSS indicates a requirement for an additional 300 dwellings per annum over the plan period at Bath (i.e. total 6000) with 1500 from major development on a new greenfield site.  The avoidance of extension of the built area of Bath is a policy that needs to be continued, and we would concur with the view in the draft RSS that growth plans should be looked at in the round and, should the 1500 further growth be considered essential in the West of England area then the relative environmental costs and benefits of alternative locations should be reviewed.  We understand that there may be potential for further development within the present built up area of Bath and would support this so long as the scale and character of the development is consistent with Bath’s World Heritage Site status.

10.  The proposed modification to the B&NES Local Plan already includes development of 500 dwellings in the Green Belt adjacent to Keynsham and it is understood that further major developments over and above those in the Local Plan proposed modifications are being considered at Radstock and Whitchurch, the latter encroaching on existing Green Belt, which in our view should be resisted.

11.  Away from Bristol, Bath and Weston-super-Mare, the other towns specifically referred to in the HMA are the SSCT of Trowbridge (See our comments on policy for it in our response to draft RSS) and Bradford-on-Avon, Frome, Melksham, Warminster and Westbury.  Here the policy should be one of matching housing with job opportunities, enabling limited growth to meet local needs and thereby containing commuting, particularly to Bristol and Bath but also to Swindon.
Question c – Lead-in times

We have no specific comments at this stage. 

Question d – Environmental limits

12.  Almost the whole area proposed for development at Weston-super-Mare is potentially at risk of flood.  The area is currently without a flood defence system. Coastal settlement will be most at risk from a rise in sea levels. This could have disastrous consequences.  The scale, form and implementation of any development at this location will need to be carefully assessed in the light of these concerns.

13.  At Bath, as noted above, the draft RSS recognizes the importance of the City’s status as a World Heritage Site and the need to safeguard its special character.  This must be the overriding concern in considering future development needs and opportunities, hence our concern at the significant urban extension (1500 houses) proposed at this location.  

14.  South of Bristol, it is important to protect the high-quality landscape that is contiguous with the Mendip Hills AONB.  Countryside Character Volume 8 says: south of Bristol... eastwards, merging with the eastern part of the Mendips Hills, there is a rolling landscape of hill top pastures, deep river valleys, many stone villages and hamlets, and farmsteads linked by narrow hedged lanes. A following picture caption states: the hill and valley country south of the Wansdyke and Bristol: high-quality countryside of great character, showing no sign of its proximity to the conurbation.
Question e – Infrastructure considerations

15. The urban areas within the West of England Housing Market Area, and particularly Bristol and Bath, already suffer heavy congestion which is ever worsening, making travel by car increasingly frustrating and bus journey times very unreliable.  Rail infrastructure is also inadequate and limits capacity on the local network.  
16.  The pace and scale of the development proposed should not be pursued unless there is certainty that the necessary improvements to transport infrastructure and public transport, coupled with demand management, will be delivered.  In this regard, we note the Section 4 Advice to the Regional Assembly dated 1/2/07 which makes it clear that the implications of the proposed growth on transport congestion and funding requirements are problematic.

17.  There are particular concerns about infrastructure in South Gloucestershire where the proposed delivery rate would represent the equivalent to the peak levels of house building in the District in the early 1990s.    A secondary school for Bradley Stoke finally opened last year and is already over-subscribed.   Recent history has shown that infrastructure cannot keep up with this level of growth.  It is planned to close the only acute hospital in South Gloucestershire (Frenchay Hospital) and a new hospital is to be built in Bristol which will increase journey distances for many South Gloucestershire residents.

18.  In Wiltshire, the Westbury Bypass should be removed from the reserve list of roads to be built.  Its construction would do nothing to reduce the need to travel, support the use of public transport or minimise congestion.  This road does not currently have funding: present estimates are £32m and still rising.  The Buro Happold study for Dorset County council showed the road would encourage greater use of the A350 for longer trips and the Bristol/Bath to South Coast Study recommended that HGV traffic should be directed away from the A350.
Question f – Travel
19.  The proposals make frequent reference to the need to achieve greater use of public transport which is essential if congestion is to be reduced, carbon emissions reduced and the quality of life in the region improved.  The need is to change behaviours and that means that public transport has to be of high quality but also affordable, reliable and convenient.

20.  Public transport improvements per se will not achieve modal change unless people want to use the transport provided.  There is no indication in the draft RSS that there are plans in place to promote the necessary change in behaviour.  This is a fundamental issue that needs to be addressed with a well thought out strategy and plan for some real action in the short term, otherwise the aspirations in the draft RSS will not be achieved.

21.  We have concerns over the proposals for increased use of park and ride facilities.   This is not considered to be an environmentally sustainable solution as it does not address the need to reduce the propensity for car journeys and may indeed run counter to this objective by making it even less likely that public transport will be used as the desired first method of transport.

22. The lack of reliable, affordable and adequate rail services, including enough carriages to support the current demand from Weston-super-Mare and Worle to Bristol Temple Meads, continues to increase the out-commuting by car from this area.   Network Rail should be pressed to bring forward proposals for capacity improvements for this rail corridor, and through to Yate where a turnback facility could allow an increase in frequency local services.  The case for a rail link to Portishead is compelling. 

23. In South Gloucestershire there is acute congestion at peak travel times on the Avon Ring Road in particular around the Hambrook junction of the M32 and in the area around the University of the West of England and Abbey Wood MOD complex at Filton. The findings of the GBSTS on currently proposed growth levels are that even with all the transport measures proposed, congestion and its associated effects will still become worse.  

24.  If 8,000 additional houses are built in urban extensions at, say, Harry Stoke or Emersons Green, this will inevitably greatly exacerbate the problems on this already congested road network. Commuting into Bristol from these areas whether by car or public transport is already very difficult.  

Question g – Green Belt

25.  We welcome the recognition that Green Belt is a key feature in planning for the West of England HMA and welcome the proposals for Green Belt extensions.  We are concerned, however, that significant urban extensions into the current Green Belt are proposed and that these have not been adequately justified.
26.  The scale of possible greenfield and Green Belt housing adjacent to Bristol is huge - 10,500 dwellings to the south west encroaching on to valuable countryside in North Somerset (see our comments above), 6,000 dwellings to the south east threatening the strategic gap between Bristol and Keynsham and 8,000 dwellings to the north and north east in South Gloucestershire.  In South Gloucestershire, the Council have carried out an assessment of the Green Belt and how it performs against the purposes set out on government guidance.   It is clear that if Green Belt is lost in the Emerson Green area it will result in significant urban sprawl and the loss of open countryside which provides a setting for Bristol and is important in the view from the Cotswolds AONB.  It is also vital to maintain the Green Belt around historic villages such as Siston and Pucklechurch in order to keep them as separate settlements.

27.  In the environs of Bath there are proposals for an additional 1500 houses in the Green Belt.  Alternative developer-led proposals, moving the proposed development area onto land in the Cotswolds AONB, would be even more damaging and would conflict with AONB policy.
28.  Before any decisions are taken on Green Belt land releases a thorough and comprehensive review of the effectiveness of the present Green Belt is needed, assessing its performance against the five purposes of Green Belts, building on the work in South Gloucestershire and the work done for the Regional Assembly.  This needs to be done as a joint exercise by the West of England Partnership authorities and not piecemeal.
Question h – Green Infrastructure

29.  There is no reference to Green Infrastructure in the West of England HMA sub-regional strategy.  This is an area where the West of England Partnership authorities should work jointly to develop policies and proposals for incorporation on their LDFs.  The Forest of Avon Community Forest has demonstrated the kind of projects that might be supported and would be a key delivery body. We note that the area over which the Community Forest is operating has recently been extended to embrace most of the Green Belt.
30.  A clear priority for action would be to secure greater public benefits from the Green Belt through woodland creation and landscape and biodiversity enhancement and by increasing access opportunities.  Within the urban areas, consideration should be given to adequate space within developments for allotments. Higher densities place pressure on this space, but these increase the sense of community, cut food miles and provide opportunities particularly for city dwellers to eat and live healthily.

