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MATTER 1 APPROACH AND LEVELS OF GROWTH

Sub-matter 1A STRATEGIC ISSUES, VISION AND OBJECTIVES

General statement on Matter 1A
1.
This short statement aims to give a response to some of the questions posed by the Panel that will be helpful in terms of considering how the submitted Plan meets the requirement of a District Council. I would be happy to respond from a District Council perspective to issues raised by other parties at the EiP discussion if the Panel would find this helpful. 
2.
New Forest District Council has been involved at officer and member level in the preparation of the South East Plan;

· through meetings of the Regional Assembly and its constituent officer groups, 
· by responding to consultations,
· through the PUSH (South Hampshire work), and 

· through the “Central Hampshire and New Forest” member group and associated officer meetings.
3.
New Forest DC’s general position is one of support for the SE Plan’s strategy, with some detailed comments on particular policies. In general, New Forest District Council considers that the submitted SE Plan sets out an adequate and acceptable strategic framework for the preparation of the Council’s Local Development Framework. 
4.
This statement was circulated (without a lot of time to respond), to other planning authorities with whom New Forest is involved in joint work, and at the time of submission of this statement officers from Winchester City Council and Havant Borough Council have commented that they are also happy to endorse the comments made in this statement on behalf of their authorities.

1A.1
What are the key spatial strategy challenges facing the South East and is the response of the draft RSS adequate?  (To include reference to the results of monitoring performance against RPG9, and recent, post-RPG9, developments in national policy e.g. the Sustainable Communities Plan and emerging planning policy statements).

5.
New Forest DC endorses the comments made on this issue in the statement of the “District Councils in the South East” – i.e. that the SE Plan has properly identified the key characteristics and issues that form the backcloth to the proposed regional spatial strategy. Section A 3 properly identifies the key cross-cutting themes, but infrastructure provision is a further important cross-cutting theme that should be included.  If the region is going to continue to provide for economic and housing growth in a sustainable way, then it is essential that the necessary infrastructure is guaranteed. The (revised) South East Plan Implementation is an essential part of the Plan and should be clearly recognised as being part of the statutory development plan, recognising that the Implementation Plan will need to be kept under review and may well be reviewed more frequently than the strategy of the Plan.
6.
Issue 1A1 asks a specific question regarding the results of monitoring against RPG9. In my experience ( both from an individual District Council perspective and as Chairman of  SEERA’s Monitoring Advisory Group) the monitoring systems at the regional level work well, given the complex situation, to provide the key information needed at the regional level and the results of this monitoring (against RPG9) have been taken on board in developing the strategy in the SE Plan. The Monitoring Framework report outlines how these systems will need to be developed in the future to provide the information needed to develop the SE Plan, including at the sub-regional level, and the Monitoring Advisory Group is involved in progressing this work  
7.
The Monitoring information helps to highlight the issues where problems in the region are getting worse, although of course not all of this is the fault of the regional plan. Key matters in this respect, as correctly identified in the South East District Councils’ statement, and which will be addressed in more detail in other parts of the EiP, include:

· Access to rural services;

· Economic and health disparities

· Affordability of housing;

· Continued increase in car traffic

· Infrastructure provision (including water supply)

8.
There are no easy answers, and perhaps even bigger issues are developing (e.g. the effects of climate change). Any plan needs to be realistic about what it can achieve rather than just a wish list that it assumes someone, somewhere will do something about., and this applies to a strategic plan as much as to Local Development Frameworks. Therefore the Implementation Plan and a well-developed monitoring system are essential components of the SE Plan. 
9.
It has to be accepted of course that SE Plan is not, by itself, going to solve all of the problems in the region. In any revisions to the Plan before it is adopted, New Forest DC would welcome a more focused approach towards the real changes that the SE Plan can actually bring about, and how these changes will be brought about. Once again, the Implementation Plan and related Monitoring Framework will be crucial to this. 
10.
An example of this is the view (which New Forest DC would support) expressed in the SE Districts’ statement that the SE Plan could be clearer about how it is addressing the issues facing rural areas. For example, “Access to rural service” is highlighted as a key issue where monitoring indicates that the situation is worsening. Various policies at different parts of the Plan touch on the issue (e.g. T2, S8). However it is not clear what difference the SE Plan is going to make in preventing rural access issues from continuing to get worse. The (revised) Implementation Plan focuses on major schemes and on the sub-regions and does not include many specific proposals relating to rural areas. This issue has to be the subject of a more focussed approach if improvements are to occur. 
11.
With regard to the question of how the SE Plan relates to the Sustainable Communities Plan ( and the Barker Report), New Forest DC would support the comments made in the South East Districts’ statement.  All sustainability and quality of life issues have to be taken into consideration and just increasing the housing numbers in the SE region should not be viewed as an over-riding aim irrespective of other considerations (infrastructure, character of towns and villages, transport etc…).
12.
The role of local democracy must not be ignored in the process of progressing towards the final adopted SE Plan. Local authorities have individually and collectively been heavily involved in the preparation of the submitted SE Plan (e.g. in New Forest District’s case  through the South East District Councils, the PUSH grouping, the Central Hampshire/New Forest grouping) – as well as through representation on SEERA. The general support for its strategy from local authorities must be given substantial weighting in progressing to the final statutory Plan, not least because the successful implementation of the Plan will depend on the local authorities in the S E region. This will be particularly important in the sub-regions where substantial growth is proposed – including the PUSH region where, for example, any “imposed” higher growth level could seriously threaten the necessary co-operation between the relevant local authorities. 
13.
An important matter on which New Forest DC has made representations during the course of preparation of the SE Plan is the need for regional policies to take account of different local circumstances across the region. This is a particularly important issue with regard to Policy H5: Housing Density and Design. The change to the character or market towns and villages as a consequence of higher density redevelopment and backland development for housing is an issue of great concern in areas such as New Forest District. Policy H5 gives an overall regional target of 40 dwellings per hectare and then comments that “Local authorities will reflect this target with appropriate local variations in their Local Development Documents”. In the view of New Forest DC, the emphasis must be placed on “appropriate local variations” that reflect local circumstances rather than on achieving an arbitrary regional target. Appropriate densities in a major city are likely to be very different for appropriate densities in a small town or village. This issue relates directly to the “quality of life” of the region’s residents. 
1A.2
Are the draft RSS’s vision and objectives clear and appropriate?  How will this vision of a healthier region be achieved (section C, para 2.2.1)?  

14.
New Forest has no major issue with the general strategy of the Plan and the objectives that can be deduced from that strategy. Paragraph 4.1 states that the 21 objectives set out in that paragraph are “the Objectives of the Plan”. However, these are more objectives used in the process of preparing the plan (e.g. “the need for a clear vision….) rather than the objectives of the final SE Plan. Perhaps there could be a clearer set of  Plan Objectives setting what the actual SE Plan seeks to achieve, drawing on the information included in Section C (e.g. paras 2.1, 3.3.2, 3.3.4, and Section 4.6.). The Plan Objectives should be mutually consistent so the issue of “ranking” should not arise. 
 1A.3
Is the draft RSS right to adopt "a cautionary approach" to growth over the long-term (section B, para 7.4.1), and to plan to meet the "reasonable needs" of the region (Statement of Policy, section C, para 2.2.1)?  What is meant by the concept of reasonableness?
15.
New Forest DC supports what could be considered a relatively “cautionary” approach to long term growth in the region. The principles of “plan, monitor and manage” are by now well-established. The region has had to cope with substantial growth and in-migration, without the related infrastructure always being provided.  Future growth must be related to the proper provision of infrastructure and growth levels must be reviewed if the required infrastructure is not forthcoming. As highlighted in the Plan and also in the response of the SE Districts, there are considerable uncertainties relating to future economic growth, to future migration patterns and other demographic trends, to the implications of climate change, to resource use, and to lifestyle changes. While the SE Plan must provide an adequate and clear strategic framework for LDF preparation and for the major investment decisions that need to be taken, a “cautionary” approach towards increasing growth levels in the longer term is appropriate if the quality of life in the SE region is to be maintained and improved (“The Healthy region”) and in order to take account of developments in other regions. 
1A.4
Has the draft RSS been properly informed by Sustainability Appraisal?  How can the recently completed Appropriate Assessment best inform the testing and finalising of the draft RSS?

16.
Other parties invited to the EiP are much better placed to advise on the adequacy of the Sustainability Appraisal and Appropriate Assessment. New Forest DC is aware of the very extensive requirements of such work and of the practical difficulties of  integrating SA work with the Plan preparation work when working to a very tight programme. Earlier on in the process, New Forest DC expressed concerns that SA/SEA appraisals were not being properly integrated with the strategy preparation work, particularly at the sub-regional level. However, New Forest DC does recognise that SEERA has had to take a practical approach to preparing the Plan within a very short timescale, and New Forest DC has no basis to suggest to the Panel that the final submitted SE Plan is unsound in this respect. 
17.
If, following this EiP, the Government significantly changes the SE Plan – for example to provide for higher growth levels – then clearly it is essential that such proposals are properly assessed and fully justified in terms of SA/SEA/ Appropriate Assessment. This consideration must have significant implications for any recommendations made by the EiP Panel, given the extent of the requirements of the SA/SEA/Appropriate Assessment Regulations. 
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