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1. matter 1a

Approach and Levels of Growth/Strategic Issues, Vision and Objectives

Question 1: What are the key spatial strategy challenges facing the South East and is the response of the draft RSS adequate?

1.1 Arlington considers that there are a number of challenges that the South East Region faces which must be reflected in the spatial strategy.  Foremost is the Region’s ability to respond spatially to the effects of globalisation.

1.2 The economic performance of the South East Region is critical to the ability of the UK as a whole to compete within Europe and globally.  It has long been recognised that the South East Region provides the strongest contributions to the UK economy, beyond that delivered in the Midlands and North.  The RSS must position the South East Region in a manner that allows this economic contribution to continue in future.  The RSS must therefore direct growth and investment to the best of the regional assets in order to achieve this.

1.3 The spatial implementation of this approach must be to concentrate on locations such as the Thames Valley and Oxford that have the most to contribute economically.  Under a special Government initiative, along with 44 other towns and cities, Oxford City has now been designated as a new ‘Growth Point’.  This initiative will help to accommodate additional jobs and homes; Oxford has been allocated additional funding of £1.165m studies and capital projects to support growth.  The Plan’s identification of Regional Hubs, in a similar manner to the identification of ‘Diamonds for Growth’ in SEEDA’s Regional Economic Strategy, provides the platform for this approach.  

1.4 Nevertheless, the South East Plan must do more to invest in the best assets first.  For example, Oxford City and the Thames Valley remains and should be able to continually develop as a world-class economic cluster and internationally recognised ‘brand’, right at the heart of the South East region’s economic future.

1.5 In order to achieve a growth rate of 3% GVA per annum it is clear that some sub-regions and urban centres in the South East will have to perform much more strongly in order to compensate for those areas of the South East which have weaker economies.  Simply put, the Plan must direct growth more towards the key national and regional economic assets, namely: Oxford, the Thames Valley, Reading and the European gateway locations such as Dover and Ashford.

1.6 Public investment in necessary transport and social infrastructure must support this growth strategy and fundamentally such investment should be concentrated first and foremost where it can support the strongest economic performance through reductions in road congestion, the development of realistic travel and freight handling alternatives and through social infrastructure which supports community well-being in growth locations.

1.7 On this basis, Arlington find that the response to the key spatial strategy challenges in the South East Plan is not adequate, with insufficient spatial emphasis and impetus to direct growth and investment to deliver even a 3% growth in GVA for the Region as a whole.  

Question 2: Are the draft RSS’s vision and objectives clear and appropriate?  How will the vision of a healthier region be achieved?

1.8 Arlington welcomes the inclusion of an overarching vision statement set out in Section C of the South East Plan but are concerned that it represents a general statement of the future that is not especially ambitious or representative of the South East region in terms of its economic or social wealth and, most importantly, its pre-eminent challenge in driving forward the UK economy.  The Vision statement lacks clarity in how it reflects the objectives of the Plan through core and sub-regional policies.  Indeed the vision appears largely unconnected to much of what follows in the plan document:

· The development of options for the spatial strategy has been based on housing as a proxy for all development emphasis.  This fails to recognise the different roles and functions of cities, towns and rural areas within the region where the best form of sustainable growth may not be through a precise balance of employment and housing but rather, more reflective of some communities acting as economic hubs, while others provide more of a housing, or environmental emphasis.  The development of options has excluded consideration of housing growth rates that are high enough to make a genuine impact on the region’s affordability and unmet housing needs backlog.

· The preferred spatial strategy set out by SEERA fails to demonstrate sufficiently that it is underpinned by a robust sustainability and economic appraisal methodology.  The strategy is relatively unrefined in the way it proposes to treat cities, towns and rural areas without real differentiation according to their individual characteristics, strengths and weaknesses.

· The Integrated Regional Framework (IRF) provides a useful headline tool to assess and manage the Plan’s performance but it does not adequately measure sub-regional performance and implementation of the Plan.
1.9 The spatial vision and objectives are based on strategic options that have been subject to certain testing and refinement during the plan preparation process.  Housing development has been used as the proxy for all development across the Region, which while helpful in setting out where future development emphasis may lie, does not adequately address the different economic or community roles expected of the various cities, towns and villages in each of the identified sub-regions.

1.10 The Plan can deliver a healthier region by a combination of co-ordinated actions to support well-being and quality of life.  Effective spatial planning which reduces the need to travel by closely locating homes to places of employment, and to the services and key community infrastructure that are required, is clearly a part of the approach.

1.11 In Arlington’s view the best foundation for a healthier region is one based on sustainable development.  A Better Quality of Life - A Strategy for Sustainable Development for the UK, (May 1999) (reflected in PPS1) identifies the four pillars of sustainable development, one of which is “the maintenance of high and stable levels of economic growth and employment”.  Arlington’s view is that if the Plan can provide the spatial and policy framework to create high and stable levels of economic growth and employment that will create lasting prosperity for all, this will provide a platform to deliver the healthier region sought in the South East Plan. 

1.12 In terms of economic health, the role of the RSS in setting the spatial vision must be clarified to promote those internationally and nationally recognised assets such as Oxford and the Thames Valley that will best drive the economy forward.  

1.13 Crucially, from a sustainable development and health point of view, planning the location of jobs is more important than planning the location of new housing.  Jobs do not generally follow housing, but vice versa.  Arlington accepts that integrated, mixed use development is the way forward, but even within this concept it is important to identify (and plan for) the key drivers of change and well-being and these are, in a sequential sense: the economy, jobs, infrastructure provision and then, and only then, new housing and community facilities.

Question 3:  Is the draft RSS right to adopt a cautionary approach to growth over the long term and to plan to meet the reasonable needs of the region?

1.14 Arlington considers it appropriate to plan to meet the reasonable needs of the Region.  The South East Plan will have failed in its role and function if it does not identify and plan for the needs of the Region.  This consideration is required over the lifetime of the Plan and in economic and environmental terms with a view to the next plan-period as well.

1.15 The question of what is reasonable is therefore of more fundamental importance.  Arlington are concerned that the South East Plan does adopt an overly cautionary and unambitious approach to growth over the plan-period.  

1.16 The South East Plan and the South East Regional Economic Strategy (RES) make different economic growth rate assumptions.  The RES assumes a 3% per capita growth in the period to 2016, which is more ambitious than the 3% GVA growth per annum assumed by the RSS.  With markedly different GVA growth performance evident between the inner (Gatwick, Western Corridor, Central Oxfordshire, Milton Keynes, Aylesbury and London Fringe) and outer parts (Kent Thames Gateway, East Kent, Sussex Coast, South Hampshire and the Isle of Wight) of the South East Region, the measures and policies identified in the RSS will need to ensure that the inner South East areas perform at a markedly higher level than 3% GVA growth per annum in order to compensate for the outer areas and for under-performance in other UK regions.  This will be required even with measures set out in the RES to improve sub-regional growth to a level of greater parity between inner and outer areas.

1.17 A more detailed examination suggests that it is the economic assets of national importance contained in Oxford and the Thames Valley corridor where land supply and infrastructure investment must be concentrated in order to maximise and sustain the contribution these particular locations make to national and regional economic growth and to compensate for areas in the Region which will continue to be under-performers.

1.18 On this basis, Arlington consider the adoption of a cautionary or unambitious level of growth will ensure that the RSS under estimates the economic growth that must be generated by the principal drivers of the regional economy over the plan period. 

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

1.19 Arlington views the Sustainability Appraisal (SA) and Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) as important testing components of the South East Plan.  

1.20 The specific issues which Arlington wish to draw attention to are:

· whether there has been sufficient local level assessment in order to inform judgements at the regional level;

· the lack of assessment of the spatial distribution options and an assessment of the implementation plan;

· the lack of the consideration of potential cumulative effects at the issues and options stage plus the consideration of “displacement” issues within the cumulative assessment;

· The limitations of the evidence presented within the SA that the RSS has been properly informed by the SA.
1.21 The Baseline has not been used to inform the selection of the SA Objectives. The Integrated Regional Framework (IRF) objectives have been used without modification. It is not apparent that the individual characteristics of each of the defined Sub-Regions, for which there are specific spatial strategies and policies, are effectively dealt with through this assessment.  Certain objectives have more relevance in different sub-regions and the methodology employed prevents these from being adequately identified. Arlington concludes that the baseline data has had very little influence on the development, testing and ultimate selection of the preferred spatial strategy and framing of sub-regional policies.

1.22 The SA has not been able to predict the potential impact on natural assets, particularly biodiversity, of development on non-designated sites due to the level of detail available on development locations. However, there is policy set at the strategic level affecting these locations. Arlington believe that the appropriate level of assessment needs to be undertaken at this stage to understand the potential implications of the policies within the RSS particularly at the sub-regional level. It is not acceptable to leave this all to the LDF process as there will be limitations set at this point by the policies within the RSS.  Furthermore, it is difficult to see how the SA’s for each of the Sub-Regional policy areas have been integrated into the overall assessment of the South East Plan.  Without integration of SAs for each of the identified Sub-Regions, neither the individual area assessments nor the cumulative impact of the Plan has demonstrated that the Plan is sustainable.

1.23 The SA claims that it has been difficult to draw comparison between the spatial distribution options put forward within the Plan, as they do not differ significantly in terms of where future housing growth should be focussed within the Region.  However, the baseline should highlight the variation on key spatial issues across the Region and help direct development to less sensitive areas or areas which need social and economic regeneration or where the greatest economic or social contributions to the Region can be achieved.  GIS mapping could have been used to present the baseline and support this assessment. 

1.24 The SA recommends that an appraisal is carried out of the Final Implementation Plan and identifies a significant gap in the appraisal as, “The lack of spatial definition in the Plan makes it difficult to assess the extent to which current and future infrastructure will be maintained and built so as to effectively service existing and future residents of the region and the regional economy”. However, there is no evidence presented as to how this key recommendation is to be taken forward and therefore there is currently as significant gap due to the failure to appraise the Implementation Plan as a core component of the RSS.

1.25 A cumulative assessment has been undertaken, but there appears to be no consideration of potential cumulative impacts of each of the alternatives.  With an assessment of this scale Arlington expect to see the development and testing of scenarios that look at the implementation of a different mix of options across all the Sub-Regions.  In addition, Arlington question whether there has in fact been sufficient local level assessment in order to inform judgements over potential cumulative impacts at the regional level and potential displacement of impacts across the Region.

1.26 Annex F of the main SA Report sets out a record of the ways in which the appraisal has influenced the Plan and the Regional Policy Framework. This section is clearly written, demonstrating when the key issues identified by the SA process were highlighted at key meetings and how the findings and recommendations of the Sustainability Appraisal were used to inform the development of the Plan. However, for four of the seven issues identified the decision / justification merely states “No changes proposed during Plenary”. This is not considered to be acceptable to Arlington, particularly in the cases where the issue identified is the lack of assessment due to awaiting information from the Sub-Regions. In addition, a number of key findings and recommendations within the Report are not included within this Annex and therefore there is no evidence as to how these have been taken into account.

1.27 Regrettably the Sustainability Appraisal appears to have failed to properly inform the development of the South East Plan.  Arlington consider that the Plan as a whole is unsound in this respect given the importance of the Sub-Regions to the successful delivery of the Plan’s overall vision and objectives.


