






1A/ District Councils in the South East (7273)

SOUTH EAST PLAN EXAMINATION IN PUBLIC

STRATEGIC ISSUES, VISION AND OBJECTIVES

Statement by District Councils in the South East

This statement sets out the collective views of district and borough councils on the questions raised. It must be noted that not all of the 55 Councils would necessarily subscribe to every point made and many have separately made individual comments reflecting their particular views and circumstances. 

1 What are the key spatial challenges, and is the response in the Plan adequate? 

1.1
District Councils recognise that the South East has a number of distinctive characteristics. For example:-

a) Its economy is critical to national economic growth and it is the largest net contributor to the national exchequer (£158 Billion);

b) It has an important relationship with London with large in-flows and out-flows of commuters and migrants;

c) It has an ageing population and is expected to have 750,000 people over the age of 85 in 2028;

d) It has a growing population and a continuing demand for housing, particularly affordable housing;

e) It has very extensive areas that are protected by national and international designations, amounting to 60% of the regions total land area;

f) It has some of the most congested road and rail routes in the country, with the M25 being the busiest motorway nationally;

g) It has other social and physical infrastructure e.g. water supply that is already inadequate to meet the strains that the existing population place upon it

h) It has wide differences in social, economic and health performance with some parts of the region experiencing deprivation which is as great as anywhere in the Country.

1.2
District Councils believe that pararaph A2.1 is correct in concluding that the S.E. region’s attractiveness, geography and economic success mean that it is subject to substantial pressures, both national and international.  We consider that the SE Plan has identified the key characteristics that provide the backcloth for the region’s future spatial strategy. We also welcome the Assembly’s research into future drivers for spatial change. We agree with paragraph B8.1 that the most significant of these are climate change, demographic change, technological change and globalisation. District Councils therefore agree that the Plan has adequately identified the key challenges facing the region and has used these to inform the development of the Plan’s strategy. We believe that these key strands are brought together well in the cross cutting themes that need to run through the Plan as a result of the analysis and debate that has taken place about the region’s key challenges and future uncertainties. District Councils agree that the main threads around which detailed spatial policy for the region’s future should be built comprise: -

a) Sustainable development; 

b) Global competition;

c) Climate change;   

d) Resource management;

e) Technological change; and 

f) Disparities and deprivation

District Councils would add “infrastructure” to this list, as this has such critical importance if the region’s serious existing infrastructure deficits are to be made good, economic growth is to be enabled, future pressures are to be accommodated without additional strain, and the region’s attractive character is to be protected. We consider that Europe too would have an impact to be taken into account throughout the plan.

1.3
The Panel has asked whether the Plan has adequately responded to the monitoring of RPG9. The assembly has produced Annual Monitoring Reports which analyse well the progress that the region is making in achieving its policy objectives. The latest report shows that, against most indicators, progress is positive, or at worst neutral. The key areas where progress is failing to take place comprise:-

Access to rural services;

Economic and health disparities across the region, particularly in the coastal strip;  

Delivery of affordable housing, which although increasing, still falls drastically below need;

Improvements in the existing housing stock;

Use of the car with traffic levels up 22% between 1994 and 2002; and

     Water supply

1.4
District Councils are of the view that the plan has correctly identified the region’s main challenges and has responded by taking these into account in developing the plan’s policies and proposals. We commend the Assembly for the extensive research that it has commissioned to provide a convincing evidence base for the plan and the wide consultation and public engagement that it has put in place in order to ensure that the analysis is sound and properly balanced by public opinion.

1.5
District Councils suggest that the Plan’s policies and proposals provide an adequate response to the region’s challenges as set out above. The only areas where we would suggest that the Panel may wish to consider strengthening the Plan are:-

a) Giving more attention to rural areas. Policies S8, H3, T2, BE5/6, and TSR2 provide a collective framework, but may not go far enough to deliver the improvement in access to services and meeting the particular economic and housing needs that rural areas experience.

b) Providing a more robust response in the areas that are suffering the greatest deprivation. Policies CC9, RE5, S1, TSR1/7 and TSR4 set out relevant policy guidance but may not provide sufficient change from existing policy to remedy the scale of existing problems and the deterioration that is still occurring. 

c) The delivery of adequate resources to deal with the region’s chronic affordable housing problems. We do not believe that this is primarily a matter of overall levels of house building, nor is it a problem that can be solved by relying on the land use planning system alone. Private house building levels have, historically, been performing well, but the rate of social house construction has dropped alarmingly. District Councils are of the view that this is primarily a resource problem and, without adequate funding from the Government for the social housing sector, this problem will persist. We are not yet convinced that the Plan’s affordable housing policy (Policy H5) is a workable solution or that this alone will go anywhere near solving this critical problem.

d) The plan’s attitude towards the existing housing stock is not as clear as it could be. Policy H7 deals with the need to make better use of existing vacant houses, to convert large houses into flats and to renew areas that are worn out. The Panel may want to consider whether this goes far enough in dealing with a matter that has been singled out as of critical importance in responding to the region’s housing needs and in particular addressing the region’s most run down areas and the growing need to provide for an ageing population, whilst at the same time recognizing the adverse impact that excessive conversions can have on the character of an area.

e) Policy NRM1 provides for development to be coordinated with the availability of water supplies and for water resource development, but water supply (and sewerage treatment/waste water management) is much more critical than the Plan and the Environment Agency suggest. Public concern in response to hosepipe bans is high and District Councils believe that there have to be demonstrable improvements to water supply and sewerage treatment in many parts of the region, some of which are earmarked for significant future growth, before further development should be contemplated or allowed to proceed.
 

1.6
The Panel has also asked whether the Plan has responded to more recent Government policy developments. The Panel will undoubtedly hear calls from the development industry that the Plan does not provide for the higher house building rates that are suggested in the Sustainable Communities Plan. We believe that the Sustainable Communities Plan sets out a much broader canvass for planning the region’s future housing growth, being concerned with: -

a) Providing for the homeless and addressing affordability;

b) Focusing on areas of low demand and addressing deprivation;

c) Improving the quality of existing housing and achieving a better balance between household and dwelling sizes;

d) Improving local environments through better parks, more wardens, BIDs, and higher design standards; and

e) Providing more housing but only where the conditions are right, and where better use of brownfield land can be achieved.

1.7
The Sustainable Communities Plan also seeks a concentration of future housing growth in designated growth areas with specified programmes of infrastructure improvement funding. It also calls for attention to be given to the protection of the Countryside, raising the possibility that the Green Belt should be extended, and highlighting the need to avoid areas liable to flood. Finally it identifies the critical need to link housing development to improvements in the transport system and to plan for “smart” economic growth that decouples the growth in the economy from the provision of housing.

1.8
District Councils would ask the Panel to look at the Sustainable Communities Plan as a whole and not to be persuaded to pick out selective bits. We believe that, when read in this way, it provides a sound and comprehensive foundation to which the SE Plan has responded. Taken as a whole, the SE Plan is wholly consistent with the Sustainable Communities Plan. We have already suggested that the Plan may be improved in the way it handles the existing housing stock, and the way it addresses areas of greatest need. We would commend the way that the Plan identifies the need to ensure that infrastructure is in place in tandem with development, and that housing growth should not just be derived from population projections but also other factors including environmental protection, public acceptability, employment opportunities and infrastructure capacity. District Councils also very much support the concept of concentrating future growth in designated growth areas. District Councils would however remind the Panel that by far the biggest housing issue that is highlighted in the Sustainable Communities Plan is the delivery of much more affordable housing, particularly social housing, and we would welcome elaboration in the Plan of how this is to be delivered. 

1.9
With Regard to the Barker report and evolving PPS3, District Councils consider that a similar analysis arises. The documents have a similar broad canvas and look towards change across a wide front, balancing a number of key considerations, including:-

· Increasing the supply of housing nationally, focusing on growth areas;

· Making better use of brownfield land and increasing housing densities;

· Promoting more affordable housing and reducing site thresholds; 

· Following a sequential approach towards land release and the development of sustainable communities;   

· Delivering the necessary infrastructure to support future growth.

Regional Spatial strategies are in particular required to: -

· Set housing targets over 15-20 years giving more attention to evidence of market demand and land availability;

· Set Brownfield and density targets;

· Set housing targets for sub-regional housing market areas and LA areas;

· Build in flexibility around density and parking standards;

· Set targets for social and affordable housing; 

· Set guidelines for the mix of housing and housing provision in rural areas

District Councils believe that the SE plan has been developed in a way that delivers these evolving Government objectives, and in particular weighs up all the relevant considerations that are identified in the Barker Report and draft PPS3 in arriving at the suite of policies and specific housing levels that can, and should, be accommodated in the SE Region in the future.

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)?  

2.1
District Councils support the Plan’s vision as set out on Para C1.4 as providing integration between the social, economic and environmental factors that need to provide the overarching framework for the Plan. We would accept that the Vision could be improved by painting a picture of what the region will look like in 20 years’ time, but, as drafted, the Vision captures the difficult balancing act that the plan has to perform.

2.2
With regard to the Plan’s objectives as set out in Para A4.2, we agree that these provide a comprehensive and relevant list. Some District Councils consider that the list of objectives would be easier to understand and use if they were weighted or ranked. Others consider that they could be more regionally specific. Overall we accept that there may be scope to improve the detailed wording but feel that an unranked list is unavoidable when dealing with such a large area and one with such diverse challenges to address. We consider that the cross-cutting policies pick out the key themes that need to run through the plan well.

2.3
District Councils expect that the Plan will be criticised for not providing more housing, but predict and provide does not constitute a sound basis for the regions new Spatial Plan. We do not criticise the Plan’s objectives which include the need to plan positively for reasonable levels of housing development; indeed this is absolutely the right way forward. If the Plan is to be criticised at all, it should be because it is too focused on housing levels and housing distribution. Investment in housing is one of a number of matters that need to combine to support the Plan’s Vision. The Plan properly relates population growth, economic development and environmental protection in providing a distinctive regional response.

District Councils accept that the Plan could probably be improved by clarifying how the key strategic objectives will be delivered. We consider that the Plan could be more concise and in some places it is too detailed and prescriptive (see for example Policy S2and H5), and elsewhere it can be very general and add little to existing national policy (see for example policy CC7, NRM7 and NRM8 and BE4 and BE7). Delivery of the Plans objectives will of course be highly dependent on national economic performance, global uncertainties and infrastructure investment. We commend the clear Implementation Plan and sub-regional strategies which are where much of the detailed delivery is articulated. However, the Plan is in places over-reliant on Local Authorities that do not always have the necessary powers and we would welcome a relaxation in some of the extensive and detailed requirements that the Plan places upon Local Authorities. If all the obligations are retained, this will have serious consequences for Local Authority resources. District Councils would also welcome clarification about the way that other agencies and providers need to act to deliver the Plan’s objectives. The better integration of health, and other social improvements with the plan’s spatial strategy for example would be helpful. Policy CC5 rightly points to the critical importance of Government investment to the delivery of the Plans objectives and we would welcome the Panel’s endorsement of this.

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? 

3.1
District Councils consider it absolutely essential that the Plan adopts a cautionary approach. It should do so because:-

· There is considerable uncertainty about forecasts, particularly economic forecasts. Para B 7.3.5 sets out well the numerous factors that will influence the jobs/labour balance. It would be foolhardy to try to be over prescriptive in the light of such uncertainty.

· There is also considerable uncertainty about the major societal and global influences that will affect the way that the Plan will have to respond in the future. These are well set out in the Plan in Para A 3.1-3.9. Challenges that will be important in influencing the region’s future are impossible to predict accurately now.

· Finally there is no certainty yet that infrastructure will be delivered at the scale that is necessary to address the existing infrastructure deficit, let alone meet the needs that the Plan’s proposals demand. The Assembly has prepared a comprehensive Implementation Plan but until District Councils see investment being provided by Government at the scale required, the rate of future development must be constrained.

3.2
In many respects however, the Plan is anything but cautionary. It does for example include a very extensive and essential Implementation Plan which is clear and detailed. It also sets out throughout the Plan a suite of targets to be achieved that are both challenging and stretching. We would accept that in some instances the plan may be ‘idealistic’ or ‘aspirational’ in the way policies are worded and would accept any elaboration which addresses this.

3.3
District Councils would also commend the way the plan provides for reasonable levels of growth. This reflects the need for the Plan to balance and integrate social, economic and environmental considerations in arriving at an appropriate approach towards levels of growth. The Plan provides for a rate of economic growth at 3% GVA and delivers a sound response to the many pressures and considerations that need to be taken into account in arriving at the correct strategy. We agree with the Government that the days of ‘Predict and Provide’ should be behind us. We now operate in a ‘Plan, monitor and manage ‘ environment, and the Plan’s approach which sees ‘reasonable’ levels of growth is wholly consistent with national policy and the correct way forward. Paragraph C 2.2.1 of the Plan identifies the need for the Plan to integrate a variety of objectives in arriving at the preferred strategy. District Councils believe this is the appropriate way of developing a Plan that provides for a sustainable future.

4 Has the draft RSS been properly informed by Sustainability Appraisal?  

4.1
District Councils are of the view that the independent sustainability appraisal has been properly used to inform the Plan’s policies and proposals, and that the approach that the Assembly has followed complies with Government requirements. The Sustainability Appraisal indicates that the Plan scores well in most respects, drawing attention to the fact that where it does not perform so well this is firstly the result of ongoing trends that may be outside the Plan’s influence and secondly the result of the Plan’s scale and form of future development. We would support in particular the need for the Plan to provide for a scale of future development that avoids adverse sustainability implications and we believe that the Sustainability Appraisal would not point to an increase in the rate of growth for the Region. We consider that the Plan could be improved by:

· Greater embedding of cross-cutting Policies into the detailed policies in the Plan

· Greater clarity about the role and responsibilities of other agencies and service providers.

· Less reliance on behavioural change and a stronger concordat with Central Government about infrastructure investment,

· A concentration on raising the rate of provision of affordable housing as part of the overall supply of housing

· A clear response to the problems arising as a result of the need to protect SPAs

· A development of the concept of delivering future development in a sustainable way (South Hampshire for example)

With these reservations, we are satisfied that the Plan has been developed in response to the findings of the Sustainability Appraisal.
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