2C./Committee for Rural Hampshire (7182)


South East Plan EiP – Statement by Committee for Rural Hampshire 

SUB-MATTER 2C RURAL, SMALL TOWNS AND BUILT ENVIRONMENT

2C.1. Is there sufficient focus / explicit policy on rural issues (Box B1, Policy RE2, Policies H3, BE5 and BE6)?

No.  The Committee for Rural Hampshire does not believe there is sufficient focus on rural issues. 
1.1
Our view is that the Draft Plan is pro-active in its treatment of urban areas but  passive when it comes to rural areas, doing little more than seeking to avoid doing harm. The plan focuses almost entirely on Urban Regeneration. It fails to maximise the opportunities offered to provide sustainable solutions to the region’s challenges through sympathetic yet dynamic development of, and planning for, rural areas. This is a lost opportunity:  by failing to provide socially inclusive policies or planning for sustainable, prosperous communities, the plan may be condemning the rural South East, including rural areas of Hampshire, to a lingering decline. During the consultation process, all representations to this effect have been ignored in favour of a highly simplistic urban approach.

1.2
Given that 20% of the region’s population live in rural communities, the Committee considers that there should be a stronger focus on acknowledging and addressing the challenges that they are facing, including the need for rural housing, continued and projected loss of services/facilities, impact of demographic and population change, access issues. More emphasis is also needed on the contribution that rural areas can make to a sustainable future for the region, particularly on how rural development could contribute to the delivery of the housing targets in a sustainable way.
 1.3
The cross-referencing from the principles in Box B1 is simplistic as it relates only to Chapters and therefore is only loosely related to policies. This makes it difficult to identify specific rural elements. The absence of Sections D10 and D11 in Box B1 would suggest that further rural proofing of the document is required – both contain rural references and are fundamental to sustainable communities and economies. The concern is that rural elements will be overshadowed by the focus on urban regeneration and  overlooked by Planning Authorities.  

1.4
In Policy RE2 there is an assumption that the rural economy consists primarily of agriculture, horticulture, forestry. Technology has led to small but innovative rural businesses being set up within rural communities and this is one of the fastest growing sectors of the SE economy.  Business support should take into account the employment and workforce development needs of embryonic businesses, which not only contribute to the local economy but (unlike more urban based operations) also play an integral part in keeping rural communities sustainable. Access from rural areas is another issue that is not adequately addressed – for example, the needs of existing and potential employees who live in villages but work in cities/towns and vice-versa.

1.5
There is general support for Policy H3, especially the encouragement of parish plans/local housing assessments. However, this needs to be more robust – we would wish to see a pro-active commitment made to follow this through to address needs and priorities identified locally. 

1.6
The Committee supports Policy BE5 and the role of rural towns as hubs serving neighbouring settlements. However, a focus on developing public transport networks does not acknowledge the need for more creative, flexible access solutions in rural areas. 
1.7
There is a concern that the approach to settlements under the small town threshold (Policy BE6) is “one size, fits all” covering a very diverse range of communities. Some will be sustainable without further development as long as there is access to services and facilities; others will need development of some degree to become sustainable. The nature of “sustainability” needs to be determined by parish plans and housing needs assessments with a strong commitment from Planning Authorities that they will honour findings and work with communities to address their own identified needs. We do not believe that the phrases “rigorous design and sustainability criteria” have a commonly understood meaning and it needs to be made very clear how they specifically relate to rural areas.
1.8

In conclusion, the Committee believes that the draft RSS has not been robustly rural proofed and fails to recognize the contribution the rural SE could make to the sustainable delivery of both the SE  housing targets and the wider sustainability of the whole region.
2C.2 Are the needs of smaller towns adequately recognised in draft RSS (including BE5)?

Yes. The Committee strongly supports Policy BE5, especially the inclusion of community-led assessments of need and planning. However, the plan’s definition of small towns as between 3,000 – 10,000 population is too restrictive. 

(We have liaised with the Hampshire Market Towns Partnership in the preparation of this statement).  
2.1
The Committee welcomes the concept of the small rural town as a service centre and local hub.  Smaller towns play a vital role in Hampshire in supporting rural areas. They provide services and infrastructure to surrounding rural areas and a variety of jobs; are often the focus of public transport routes, and embody many facets of sustainability and social cohesion. They can, for example, meet many of the needs of the increasing proportion of older residents and give them opportunities to engage in the local community.
2.2
The plan provides a positive framework to promote the individual character and needs of smaller towns. The Committee considers that the reinforcement of local identity and character, particularly historic character, should be reflected in local planning policies via LDDs and investment programmes.  Policy frameworks for smaller towns must improve economic competitiveness by building on inherent strengths – developing niche roles, the service and retail base and tourism.
2.3
The viability of small rural towns depends on the following factors: -

· Their role as service bases for the rural communities
· Providing a diverse employment base (particularly the reuse of urban brownfield sites and redundant buildings, and the retention and modest extension of modern industrial estates). 

· Carefully managed development and growth through planning policies and through public and private investment. Many Hampshire towns have the potential for accommodating some of the necessary new house building, and the conversion of historic and redundant buildings and other brownfield sites should be a priority for small-scale residential development.  Provision of affordable housing and key worker housing are a vital issue. 

· Effective local transport strategies tailored specifically to the needs of smaller towns, including policies to link towns to their rural hinterland.
· Community engagement and capacity building through community planning (market towns health checks, partnerships  and programmes; Parish and Town Plans; the LEADER approach), linked with higher-level plans and strategies such the LDD, LAA and Community Strategy. Needs can also be met partly through the provision of community meeting facilities in association with any new housing and the identification of developer contributions towards such provision
2.4
The Committee would like the plan’s definition of small rural towns to be based on their role as service centres and hubs, rather than the rigid and restrictive quantities criterion of a population of 3,000 – 10,000 which would exclude Hampshire towns such as Romsey, Ringwood and Tadley.  Hampshire has a wide range of towns and a strong SEEDA Market Towns Programme, which supports small rural towns of between 2,000 and 20,000 population. SEEDA’s criteria also emphasise a mix of key services, a range of retail and a  good range of employment and/or centres of administration. On the basis of this, Stockbridge was accepted for funding even though it has a population of around 500. (If the sole definition of population were to be used, it should be noted that the East of England EiP Panel final report recommended a definition of 3,000 – 25,000 population.)
2C.3  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)?

The Committee has no comment on the RSS approach or Policy BE3.
It supports the broad thrust of Policy BE4, but considers that the policy could be improved.

3.1 In particular, we strongly support:
· the emphasis on the important role of the urban rural fringe in the South East;
· its potential as a multi-functional area meeting wider Plan objectives, and

· the need for more pro-active and integrated policies, management, and delivery in these areas.
3.2
Strategic, long-term vision is needed in planning for the urban rural fringe to address the needs and improve the quality of life of urban and rural communities and businesses. Such areas can provide all or some of the ten key functions listed in Box BE2, although the emphasis placed on the different functions will vary between sub-regions. Fringe areas also overlap with planning policies which help prevent the coalescence of settlements, such as Green Belts and strategic gaps.
3.3
The needs of the diverse communities living in the urban rural fringe have often been overlooked. The Plan should seek to empower these communities to have a greater voice in the setting of long-term policies and strategies.  Better communication with communities and other stakeholders is important - without this, progress towards common goals will not be achieved.

3.4
The conflict between land uses in the fringe can be particularly acute in the early stages of urban development.  The needs of land managers – farmers, woodland managers, landowners etc – must be taken into account so that  a productive landscape and viable businesses can be maintained.  Robust mechanisms should be put in place to safeguard farming during construction and immediately afterwards.  Land managers should be actively engaged to help deliver a multi-purpose countryside and strengthen links between town and country – for example, through Rights of Way Improvement Plans, Countryside Access Plans and countryside education and local food initiatives.
3.5
The vision for the fringe will not be realised without considerably more proactive and integrated planning and management, and adequate resources to achieve this.  The plan should give clearer guidance on implementation and resources.  For example, contributions towards the provision of green infrastructure on the edge of urban areas may be secured from developer contributions, environmental stewardship and woodland grant schemes, endowment of commercial property assets to Community Land Trusts.
3.6
We agree that the urban rural fringe needs to be given a clearer identity in its own right: it is more than just a zone of transition between town and country.  However, rather than requiring Local Development Documents to define specific boundaries for the fringe, the plan should look for LDDs to identify urban rural fringe ‘Zones’.
3.7
The Committee agrees that “local authorities should be pro-active in identifying appropriate opportunities in the urban rural fringe for sustainable developments” which support the key functions of the fringe.  These might include, for example, developments associated with recreation, biodiversity and countryside education, green infrastructure, waste recycling, support for the rural economy through local produce, sustainable energy production, land and woodland management etc.

3.8
Urban extensions should not be included in this list, however, and we agree with Winchester City Council that decisions about settlement growth should be made through the LDD. Guidance on urban extensions is given in Policy CC8a of the plan; additional advice in Policy BE4 is inappropriate and potentially confusing.
3.9
At the same time, the plan should recognise that the fringe may move outwards as urban areas expand into the surrounding countryside. It should encourage local authorities to plan very long-term for future changes and for positive interim uses and management if that is required (e.g. of a river valley linking urban and rural areas, parts of which may eventually become an integral component of green infrastructure in future urban extensions).  Major urban developments should have commensurate areas of fringe which are planned and well managed to provide long-term benefits for both town and country.
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