Sub-matter 5A.1 and 2

Berkshire Joint Strategic Planning Unit (4092)

5A.1: Should the draft RSS include indicative employment growth targets or employment land/ floorspace targets? 

5A.2: Does the RSS provide appropriate guidance on the scale and location of employment land needed?

1. This evidence explains why we think it would be inappropriate for the Plan to contain employment land or floorspace targets, certainly at a sub-regional or lower level. 

      What are the targets for?

2. First, we are not entirely clear what “an indicative target” is. Is it a policy objective that the figure should be achieved and, if so, what are the consequences of non-achievement, and to whom would they apply? If it is not, then it is presumably just one of the benchmarks against which the Plan is periodically reviewed and we would question the need for it to be included in the Plan itself.

The approach does not lend itself to a policy that emphasises the re-use of existing employment land.

3. Berkshire is one of the most densely built-up parts of the South East and contains large areas of existing employment land. Many of these are expected to come up for redevelopment during the Plan period and our experience is that their redevelopment for employment use normally produces a significant intensification, providing more jobs and floorspace. Permissions granted over the past five years (2002 – 2006) for the redevelopment of previously-developed land in Berkshire would provide a net gain of almost 3 million square feet (271,860 square metres) of new B1 floorspace.
  Most of these areas are well-related to established patterns of public transport and to residential areas providing a potential labour supply, and intensification through redevelopment should also help enhance their public transport accessibility, by providing a larger potential customer base. 

4. So, rather than providing new employment sites, which are more likely to be on sites more dependent upon the private car, our primary emphasis is on increasing floorspace through the redevelopment of existing sites. Leaving aside the benefits for modal choice, such an approach will also contribute to urban renaissance. This is also the approach adopted by the Berkshire Structure Plan.

5. Whilst past experience makes us confident that these sites will continue to come forward in significant numbers, it also tells us that such an approach has to be to some extent opportunistic. Planning policy cannot predict which sites will come forward for redevelopment when, nor could it attempt to dictate this without raising some serious problems of blight.  In addition, different sites will differ in their potential for intensification, depending upon environmental, access and other considerations. For all these reasons, it is virtually impossible to forecast to what extent the contribution from redevelopment would need to be augmented by greenfield land releases in any given area. This would need to be looked at in successive reviews of LDFs and the RSS.

The concept is meaningless at either sub-regional or individual local authority level.

6. In an area as large and complex as the Western Corridor & Blackwater Valley, a single sub-regional target for employment land or floorspace would be relatively meaningless. How would it be implemented? The only way would be to disaggregate it down to individual local authority targets. But these in turn would be meaningless in a complex, multi-centred area like Berkshire, where many local authorities cover a single travel-to-work area. What would the target be set against? Within the Reading area, for example, major employment areas within the administrative areas of Wokingham and West Berkshire form a significant part of the job supply for the population in the wider built-up area centred on Reading, and any attempt to calculate some sort of notional balance between labour supply and jobs at a local authority level would be quite spurious. It would also ignore more fundamental questions about the whole idea of balance, given that local authority areas differ in character, with some being more residential in nature and others providing a greater concentration of employment. But if targets are not to be based some concept of balance, then on what would they be based?

      It would be an inappropriate level of detail for a regional Plan.

7. Given that many of the local authorities in the sub-region are split between it and the “rest of county” areas, targets at the local authority level would, in effect, go in many cases below local authority level. This would be an inappropriate level of detail for a regional plan that is already in grave danger of being far too long and detailed to be operationally useful. They would also provide a fruitful ground for minutely detailed, time-consuming and (we would suggest) technically worthless challenges on appeal.

      We do not have the information to make informed forecasts of need.

8. We do not know enough about how things like density of development or worker/floorspace ratios are likely to change over the life of the Plan, to be able to sensible long-term targets for floorspace or land. For example, Berkshire has, in the past, seen local changes in worker/floorspace ratios going in the opposite direction to regional trends, so any policy based on a regional average would be immediately open to question. 

      The approach does not allow for the effects of smart growth.

9. Part of the strategy for economic growth in the sub-region depends upon “smart” growth, which is either jobless, spaceless, or both. It would be virtually impossible at this time to predict, over the life of the Plan, precisely how much of it would be spaceless, and should therefore be discounted from any target. (For example, how much of it will result from improved home working, enabling the hitherto economically inactive to enter the labour market?)

10. For all the above reasons, we believe a locally-based approach to the release of business land and floorspace is the appropriate one.

� (JSPU commitments monitoring data).
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