2C / Winchester City Council (7410)


MATTER 2 – SPATIAL STRATEGY

Sub-Matter 2C – Rural, Small Towns and Built Environment

WRITTEN STATEMENT BY WINCHESTER CITY COUNCIL 

Respondent No. 7410
Question 2C.1  
Is there sufficient focus/explicit policy on rural issues (Box B1, Policy RE2, Policies H3, BE5&6)
1. Winchester City Council’s view is that the answer to this question is ‘no’ and it objected to the submitted South East Plan (SEP) on this basis.  The Council has particular concerns about the lack of policy guidance on, for example, development in the countryside, and is concerned by the emphasis of some of the guidance, for example, on designated areas (AONBs and National Parks).

2. Most of the South East region (outside London) remains rural in character and land use.  Undeveloped land comprises the vast majority of the Region’s land area (90% - SEP paragraph 2.1) and 80% of the land area is rural or partially rural (SEP, paragraph 5.2). 57.3% of the South East’s land area is agricultural land (‘Agricultural Statistics 2001’) and, whilst there are substantial development pressures, rural land will continue to form the majority of the region at the end of the SEP period.  Map B1 of the SEP (page 125) illustrates the rural nature of much of the area, especially to the south/south-west of the London fringe.
3. The SEP rightly adopts an urban renaissance emphasis, under which the majority of development needs will be met in the urban areas.  However, this needs to be balanced by clear policies for the rural areas, which:

a. provide for the social and economic needs of rural areas to be met;
b. direct growth and development to the most sustainable urban areas; 

c. require that the countryside is defined and non-essential development is restricted;

d. provide a more detailed policy context where appropriate, e.g. for specially designated areas, etc.

4. The SEP claims that rural issues are a core context (paragraph 5.6) and includes Box B1, containing 4 key principles.  Box B1 refers to Chapters where relevant policies are located, which in itself illustrates how policies are scattered throughout the various Chapters.  The implication is that the policies in these Chapters will address and help achieve the 4 principles, but most don’t have a rural aspect or, if they do, it is often ‘tacked onto’ an essentially urban or Plan-wide policy (e.g. Policies RE2, H3 and H4).
5. The Plan would be clearer and more effective if the rural/countryside policies were focused in a specific ‘rural’ section of the document.  This might be structured along the lines set out in paragraph 3 above, or in accordance with the 4 key principles in Box B1.  This would be easier to use for those planning for rural areas or proposing development in them, and would provide a logical structure for the policy framework and reduce the potential for repetition or conflicts between policies.

6. Whilst the structuring and grouping of policies is felt to be important, it is ultimately a matter of plan style.  What is more important is that the necessary policy areas are covered somewhere in the Plan.  Some key rural policy areas are covered (albeit in a ‘tacked on’ style) in Policies RE2, H3, H4, T2 as well as in BE4-BE6, TSR2 and C1-C4, but other key policy issues are not covered at all.  The key missing areas are settlement hierarchy and definition of the countryside.
7. Achieving an appropriate settlement hierarchy is vital to achieving sustainable development.  The various parts of Policy CC8 establish an urban focus but only deal with the higher level and most sustainable locations – regional hubs and urban areas.  Rural Districts will have a range of other settlements for which they need to produce a development strategy that is sustainable.  In some cases the main settlement may be a relatively small market/country town rather than a ‘proper’ urban area and Policy BE5 gives guidance for these.  However, BE6 then deals with everything of a smaller scale under the heading of ‘villages’ and treats all sizes and types equally, promoting a need to plan positively for all villages by providing housing, business development, etc.
8. In practice, many villages are too small or lacking in facilities and services to ever be sustainable locations for development.  Rural planning authorities have to grapple with the difficult issue of what is an appropriate planning policy approach for such areas.  Policy BE6, requiring planning authorities to plan positively for small scale housing, business and service development, may be appropriate to the more sustainable villages but will be damaging to sustainability if applied to villages that have little or no existing facilities, public transport, etc.
9. Furthermore, there is nowhere in the Plan that establishes that there should be areas defined as countryside, where non-essential development is firmly resisted.  The designated countryside would include the lower order villages, where it has been determined that any development would be unsustainable.  Even the Plan’s Countryside policies (C1 – C4) essentially only deal with landscape designations, management and rights of way.  The principle of resisting development in the countryside and unsustainable settlements is key and well established in guidance (e.g. PPS7).  This is not simply for landscape protection reasons but is equally, if not more, concerned with sustainability, economy in providing infrastructure and services, and achieving a sensible settlement pattern.
10. Accordingly, the City Council would recommend a series of new/consolidated policies following the principles set out in paragraph 3 above:

a. Provide for the social and economic needs of rural areas to be met.  There are a number of policies in the existing Plan which could help to achieve this, albeit that they are scattered around the Plan (T2, BE4-BE6, TSR2, and C1-C4), and others only have a rural component ‘tacked on’ (Policies RE2, H3, H4).  It would be preferable to draw together the various rural policy elements so that they can be set out as a coherent policy framework for development, and restraint of development where necessary, in rural areas.  This would enable the important links between policy areas to be drawn out more effectively and coherently, e.g. the relationships between development strategy, transport provision, facilities and services, rural business, etc.
b. Direct growth and development to the most sustainable urban areas.  The Plan’s approach towards the upper tiers of the settlement hierarchy seems adequate, promoting an urban emphasis (CC8, RE.2, H3, and BE1) and encouraging the strengthening of rural towns (BE5).  However, there is a need for the hierarchy to continue below the level of rural towns, to include villages of different types and sizes, down to defined countryside, where development should be resisted.  Only BE6 deals with these lower tiers and even then applies a ‘one size fits all’ approach to all ‘villages’.  The Plan fails to ensure that the countryside is defined and development in it is resisted and the Plan’s Countryside policies are totally inadequate in this respect (see c below).
c. Require that the countryside is defined and that non-essential development in it is restricted.   The Plan should include a requirement for local authorities to define a hierarchy of settlements, and should provide a policy basis to resist development in unsustainable settlements/locations and the wider countryside.  The Plan fails to include a policy which requires sustainable locations to be defined for development in rural areas (and consequently unsustainable locations), or a requirement to define countryside areas.  Such a policy is essential in order to satisfy the Key Principles of PPS7 (PPS7, paragraph 1), particularly in relation to sustainable development, accessibility and the strict control of development in the countryside.  Even the Plan’s Countryside policies do not give a basis for local planning authorities to resist non-essential development in the countryside or lower order settlements.
d. Provide a more detailed policy context where appropriate, e.g. for specially designated areas, gaps, etc.   The Plan contains policies on designations such as National Parks, AONBs, Green Belt and strategic gaps.  The Council objects to the way that they are scattered around the Plan rather than grouped in a rural section.  In particular, it is suggested that the section on Cross-Cutting Policies is not where people would expect to look to find guidance on Green Belt and strategic gaps.  
With regard to the content of these policies, the Council considers that C1a is wrong to give a higher priority to protection and conservation of the New Forest National Park than to Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty - C1a starts ‘high priority should be given…’ whereas C2 reads ‘priority should be given…’.  PPS7 (paragraphs 21-23) makes clear that National Parks and AONBs should all have the highest level of landscape protection and its advice relates to both designations. The only difference between the advice for National Parks and AONBs is that PPS7 recognises that National Parks have some additional purposes.  However, this does not justify an approach that gives a higher priority to conservation and enhancement in National Parks than in AONBs and the level of protection should be equal in both policies (there is scope to combine Policies C1a and C2).  

The Council also considers Policy C1b to be unnecessary as the South Downs National Park has not yet been designated. Indeed, C1b is a statement of fact, not a policy, and should therefore be in the explanatory text.  The possibility of the South Downs being designated as a National Park can be dealt with by amending C1a to refer generally to National Parks, in the same way that C2 refers generally to AONBs.  The Central Hampshire and New Forest grouping of local authorities has proposed revised wording for C1b.  Although the City Council supports this improved wording, its preference is to move the Policy to the explanatory text.

Question 2C.2  
Are the needs of smaller towns adequately recognised in the draft RSS (including Policy BE5)?

11. The City Council supports Policy BE5 and considers that it does adequately recognise the needs of smaller towns.  It could perhaps be improved by referring to these as ‘local service centres’ rather than ‘local hubs’ so as to ensure consistency with PPS7. 
Question 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)?

12. BE3  The City Council expressed concerns about Policy BE3, but only in the context of objections to the detailed wording of BE2.  Policy BE.2 implies that local authorities must produce local character appraisals and planning documents dealing with intensification and renewal for all predominantly residential areas.  The City Council does this for those areas which are experiencing particular pressures, but it would be unduly onerous to apply this approach to all suburban areas. This concern applies to a much lesser extent to BE3, as it is for local authorities to determine where ‘Neighbourhood Management Plans’ are needed and the Council supports the intention of this policy.  
13. BE4  The City Council does not consider policy BE4 to be soundly based or, indeed, regionally specific.  It is too promotional of development, especially as the earlier Plan’s words ‘where appropriate’ have been deleted. It is important that the boundaries of urban areas (and smaller-scale settlements) are defined and that countryside policies are put in place restricting development outside built-up areas (see Question 2C.1 above).  BE4 is not consistent with PPS7 (paragraph 26) which emphasises the importance of such land as countryside and promotes measures such as improving public access and recreational facilities, not ‘sustainable developments including urban extensions’ (BE4 [ii]).
14. Once the countryside is defined in Local Development Documents, it is vital that a firm and consistent approach is taken to development in it.  The lack of a robust approach will exacerbate urban fringe problems by encouraging speculation and neglect of urban fringe land, resulting from the hope of future development.  The identification of land as ‘urban fringe’ in a LDD, as required by BE4 (i), is more likely to be taken as a signal that land may ultimately have some development potential than it is to achieve the worthy functions in Box BE2.

15. Therefore, the inclusion of BE4 (ii), with its references to sustainable development and urban extensions, will only exacerbate urban fringe problems by appearing to offer prospects of development on sites in the countryside.  This will undermine and conflict with other parts of the LDF that define the extent of built-up areas and allocate the land necessary for housing or other built development.  If the LDF has carefully considered the extent of built-up areas and made adequate provision for development (with Strategic Environmental Assessment of potential sites, etc), it would be totally inappropriate for additional development, including urban extensions, to be promoted under the guise of an urban fringe policy.  The inclusion of BE4 (ii) is therefore confusing and will suggest to landowners/developers that there is a prospect of development which other parts of the LDF seek to resist.  Decisions about settlement boundaries and development provision should be made on a properly considered basis through the preparation of the relevant LDD, not arise through a ‘loophole’ such as BE4.
16. Accordingly, BE4 (if retained) should be amended to remove the general requirement for LDDs to identify the urban fringe (BE4 [i]) and by deleting the references to development opportunities (BE4 [ii]).   Whilst some urban fringe areas will be suitable for development, this should be determined through the preparation of the relevant LDD, not by defining urban fringe areas in conjunction with an overly-permissive development policy.  
