2C/Wokingham District Council (7265)

5B/Wokingham District Council (7265)

Sub matter 2c Rural, Small Towns and Built Environment
2c2 Are the needs of smaller towns adequately recognised in draft RSS (including Policy BE5)?

2C3 Is the draft RSS's approach to the built environment soundly based and sufficiently regionally specific, particularly on suburban renewal and on the urban rural fringe (Policies BE3 and BE4)?

Sub matter 5B Town Centres

5b.1 Does Section D9 Town Centres provide a clear vision and strategy for the future development of town centres in the region that is consistent with the rest of the RSS (for retail and other town centre uses)? Specifically, is the role of regional hubs properly reflected in the network of town centres and is the selection of centres soundly based (Policy TC2)?

5B.2
 a) Does draft RSS provide appropriate guidance for LDFs on the respective role and potential of the centres identified, and about the quantity and distribution of future growth for retail? Should the RSS provide a more detailed hierarchy of town centres?
Introduction

This same written representation has been submitted for discussion on 2C and 5B.
The Council's approach in drafting this written representation is in accordance with the guidance to address the questions on which it believes it can add to the understanding of the structure of small towns and district centres. 
Its case is in respect of the following statements in the plan.  Policy TC2 provides a list of primary and secondary regional centres which will be a focus for 'major retail development'. 'Major developments' are described as retail, employment, tourism/leisure and mixed use sites of 10ha or more (10,000m2 gross floorspace).  In paragraph 1.41 this definition is clarified to be within town centres and reduced to 5ha or more (5,000m2 gross floorspace) on out of centre /out of town sites.  Policy TC2 goes on to indicate that the list of centres does not include other centres that meet local needs and that LDDs should identify and develop policies for these.  
LDDs must be in conformity with the South East Plan.

Elsewhere Section D9 talks about 'large scale' e.g. in Policy TC3.  But 'large scale' is not defined. 
In section D8 paragraph 6.1 describes small rural or market towns as 'between 3,000 and 10,000 population.'

The Council's position

Terminology in Section D9 is confusing, inconsistent and poorly defined.  In particular the wording of Policy TC2 and its implications for towns not listed in the hierarchy is unclear.  One interpretation of the policy is that major development of 10,000m2 can only take place in the centres listed.  
The Council is concerned that when the South East Plan becomes part of the Development Plan any aspirations for new district or suburban centres or renewal of existing town centres not listed in the hierarchy will be prejudiced and opportunities for finding sustainable solutions for development more generally will be discouraged because of the ceilings for development in Policy TC2 and the supporting text to Policy TC3. 
The Council proposes to illustrate a wider point through an example from Wokingham district.  The principle is likely to apply wherever Major Development Areas or urban extensions are proposed or when towns are not mentioned in the regional hierarchy.
Illustrative Example

Through its LDF Wokingham District is proposing to concentrate new development in locations with a significant range of services and facilities or to look to the development of areas where community services and facilities could be provided as part of comprehensive development.  It proposes to do this through the identification of Strategic Development Locations (SDLs).  These will be urban extensions (as encouraged in PPG3) or new freestanding communities on brownfield land of sufficient size to support new infrastructure, including shops and social and economic activity. These vary in size between 400 and 2,900 dwellings.   Whilst these SDLs cannot be entirely self supporting, the larger ones need to have facilities at a level high enough to allow residents to meet their day to day needs close to where they live.  If this is not achieved, socially cohesive new communities are less likely to develop and unsustainable patterns of travel will emerge or be reinforced as residents seek access to health centres, schools, libraries, leisure opportunities and shops elsewhere. Potentially such movements will lead to increasing pollution and congestion and a poorer quality of life for individuals.
In support of this approach the Council has looked at the district centres in its area to see what size and level of service provision may be necessary.  It has considered the size and range of facilities currently available in previous extensions to built-up areas or in villages that serve as rural service centres.  These district and larger local centres currently meet day to day needs close to where people live.  They are the main focus for convenience shopping in the district.  All of the centres exceed the 5,000m2 gross floorspace level and many exceed the 10,000m2 level.  A table indicating key information about the existing district centres is attached to this written representation.  Areas referred to in the table are tightly drawn around the retail core. 
The district centres are operating satisfactorily as the primary social and economic focal points for their area, although retail vacancy rates are higher in the smaller centres that serve rural parts of the district, especially if they have a more limited range of facilities.  
The Council's view is that centres that are smaller than these may provide an opportunity for top up shopping. However they do not provide a sufficient choice of goods or critical mass of facilities to encourage new residents to access the majority of their day to day needs locally.  Many smaller centres struggle with viability and are prone to applications for change to non commercial use.  
The Council's view is supported by work by the assembly on suburbs in support of policies BE1 to BE3.  This has shown that to maintain their attractiveness and reduce the need to travel it is necessary that high quality local services and amenities are retained, maintained and enhanced. 

Hierarchy

The South East is a dynamic region.  The hierarchy and town centre policies also need to be dynamic and responsive to change over a 20- 30 year period in order to comply with test of soundness 9 in PPS11.

The regional hierarchy of primary and secondary regional centres has developed on the basis of the regeneration/development aspirations of authorities for those existing shopping centres with significant amounts of comparison goods shopping provision at the time of the study.  The centres set out in the hierarchy also arise from hubs and spokes for transport, proposed sub-regional housing distributions, regeneration needs and growth diamonds.  Consequently the role of the strategic network of centres listed in TC2 is not clear.  Further, the work to identify the centres was done before Local Development Frameworks began to develop options for the location of development.  
In reality the division between the regionally important towns in the hierarchy and the small rural towns in the plan is an artificial one.  There is a continuum of size and function between the two and frequently a shift from comparison to convenience shopping as centres reduce in size.  Not all towns omitted from the hierarchy are rural or even small (SEP Para 6.1) e.g. the town of Wokingham has over 30,000 residents. Consequently it is doubtful if the strategy for town centres is founded on a robust and credible evidence base. (Test for soundness 6).

Currently the Plan does not recognise adequately the role of existing centres that are not in the strategic network unless they have less than 10,000 population at which point they are covered by Policy BE5.  Nor does it allow adequately for the provision of sustainable new centres based on convenience shopping and delivery of community facilities. (Test for soundness 9).
If proposed new centres are of sufficient size to ensure they are used they will be contrary to the South East Plan. This matter needs to be rectified if test for soundness 2 is to be met. (i.e. meet the requirements of paragraph 1.7 of PPS11).  The relevant references in paragraph 1.7 are factors 1, 3 ,6 and especially 10.
Recommendations
This Council is of the view that to be sound the SEP should provide a high level strategic framework for the concentration of development at centres with most infrastructure and/or potential for improvement and leave the strategies for smaller or new centres to Local Development Documents.
A more detailed hierarchy of towns is not required but the figures in Policy TC2 should either be omitted or, heavily caveated to indicate that the figures represent guidance and they do not preclude alternative solutions where they can be shown to produce environmentally, economically and socially sustainable results.  The Council's view is that the appropriate vehicles for identifying solutions for the wide range of existing and new centres below the strategic network in TC2 are Local Development Documents.  They should have more discretion about the level of floorspace needed to achieve sustainability.  But if the Panel are minded to retain figures a consistent use of terms and a review of thresholds will be necessary.  
Existing District and Local Centres in Wokingham district

	Centre Name and Type
	Retail centre area (m2)
	Class A (A1-A5) floor space (m2) in retail centre
	Range of facilities in retail centre in addition to shopping Class A
	Other facilities in immediate vicinity

	Earley District Centre the principle centre in an urban extension (1978s onwards).
	98,608
	14,841
	Sports centre and swimming pool, library, 2 churches doctor's surgery, B1 offices, youth centre, petrol filling station
	Sports pavilion and community hall

	Woodley Pedestrian Precinct (District Centre) (built in mid 1960s, extended 1970s)
	48,595
	13,127 + 4 further units
	B1 Offices at first floor, space for market. 
	Library, doctors surgery, primary school, Citizens Advice Bureau, dentist, estate agent, community centre including Town Council offices 

	Twyford Village Centre (District Centre)  (historic centre)
	45,586
	15,758
	Dentist, laundrette, B1 offices
	Church, library, vet, petrol station, hall, light industry, vehicle repairs, telephone exchange bowling club Class A3 and A5 use 

	Winnersh Local Centre (majority of floorspace provided in 1997 through a superstore)
	53,446
	6,498
	Dentist, van hire, petrol filling station
	Motorcycle sales and repair, exhaust centre, offices, dentist, doctor, bed and breakfast accommodation, secondary school/library 


