Matter 8E GOSE (7447)


[image: image1.jpg]GOVERNMENT OFFICE
FOR THE SOUTH EAST




Matter 8E/Central Oxfordshire   

Government Office for the South East of England (7447)

Draft RSS for the South East of England -The South East Plan

Examination in Public - November 2006 to March 2007

Written Statement on behalf of HM Government – January 2007
8E CENTRAL OXFORDSHIRE

8Ei Role and Economy

8Ei.1 
What is the rationale for and role of the sub-region?  Does the proposed strategy strike an appropriate balance between the future potential of the sub-region and protection of the environment?

GOSE considers that the circumstances of Oxfordshire are such that it should be subject to sub-regional planning. Draft SEP Para E7 1.2 sets out part of the rationale and role of the sub-region however the Panel may wish to clarify the reasoning behind its extent and purposes. 
In terms of geography it is not clear why the rural area between Witney and Wantage has been included, yet equi-distant locations that would assist in joining up with sub-regions to the east have not. Similarly it is not clear why Upper Heyford, which was considered sufficiently strategic (given the degree of change being planned) to warrant its own Structure Plan policy, has been left just outside the sub-region. 
The Panel may also wish to explore the implications of leaving possibly small remnants of local authorities inside or outside the sub-region. For example GOSE has raised elsewhere the issue of the split between the housing allocation within and outside sub-regions for each local authority and whether this is an appropriate reflection of capacity and need. If it is appropriate to divide particular districts into sub-region/non sub-region parts, the Panel may wish to consider what level of flexibility should be enshrined into the final RSS to ensure the delivery of the overall H1 housing allocation within the affected authority areas.

In terms of purposes the Panel may wish to consider whether a greater sense of the roles of the sub-region within the wider regional, national and inter-national contexts is necessary. For example it is not currently clear how it relates to the Milton Keynes/South Midlands sub region or the Swindon area. Nor is it clear how it relates to those areas, the Government has accepted bids from to become proposed New Growth Points or those areas identified as Diamonds in the Regional Economic Strategy. As a result it is also unclear how matters of mutual interest are to be dealt with. 
At the more local level it is not clear how the sub-region will relate to surrounding areas. In this context we would draw the Panel’s attention to the Milton Keynes & South Midlands Sub-Regional Strategy para 18 that states:

“Following further cross-boundary investigation, it will be for future reviews of Regional Spatial Strategies to identify any key areas that may lie just beyond the growth area boundary, but that are sustainable and with the potential to contribute to housing delivery.”

8Ei.2
Does the proposed strategy make sufficient allowance for the growth of the Oxford/ Central Oxfordshire economy (Policies CO1 and 2)? 

The city, the sub-region and the wider county currently punch well above their weight nationally in terms of developing and nurturing businesses in the ‘knowledge economy’ as a result of close proximity to two internationally renowned Universities and research facilities of national importance at Harwell and Culham.  However they need to maintain and improve their global competitiveness and play their part in delivering sustainable prosperity across the south east, as well as providing for the needs of local communities.  
The Panel may wish to explore the following aspects of CO1 and CO2.  Firstly  while accepting responsibility for locating and delivering housing, they do not appear to do the same in terms of economic development. Therefore it is not clear whether, and if so by how much, the draft SEP intends the sub-region to tackle the issue of the current housing/employment imbalance. Although a full balance is unlikely to be achievable. If the final SEP does not deliver an improved position, then the implications are likely to be increased housing pressures, increased commuting and reduced productivity. 
In exploring this issue the Panel may wish to examine whether the policies sufficiently differentiate between, and plan for, the needs and opportunities arising within the sub-region. It is clear that the draft SEP intends to constrain the physical growth of Oxford City.  It is less clear how the draft plan intends to achieve the balancing of housing and employment pressures within the city and the resultant need to realise the sub-region’s economic potential by promoting development elsewhere. Linked to this it is unclear how the policy will apply to the likes of Harwell (where the Government has recently invested £230m in the new Diamond Syncatron facility), Milton Park and Culham, and any other known or potential clusters that lie outside named settlements. 

Equally it is not clear whether the policy will result in the most being made of current opportunities. For example the Government has recognised the potential for economic and housing growth in Oxford City and Didcot through accepting their bids to become proposed New Growth Points. Similarly Bicester has long been identified as needing to grow and mature economically. The locational advantages of these settlements in relation to each other existing/planned transport networks, and the emergence of the Oxford 2 Cambridge Arc, the Central Oxfordshire and neighbouring sub-regions, and the opportunities they appear to be creating need to be promoted and taken up to the full. The Panel may therefore wish to consider whether the policies and supporting text (for example para 2.9) are sufficiently positive and proactive to facilitate and capture growth that could occur within Oxfordshire. 
Secondly while environmental and heritage asset protection is rightly highlighted, the Panel may wish to explore whether the approach of draft RSS provides sufficient recognition of the opportunities that growth can provide to protect and enhance valued assets.  

Finally, the Panel may wish to seek clarification regarding the meaning of the CO1 (i) reference to “infrastructure which is essential to the proper functioning …”. It is unclear whether this duplicates, albeit via rather different wording, draft SEP policy CC5, or seeks to justify a different approach for Central Oxfordshire, in which case this needs to be fully explained and tested. 

.
8Ei.3
How realistic is the focus on previously developed land to accommodate employment needs in Policies CO1 and CO5?  

National policy seeks sufficient but realistic ambition in the reuse of previously developed land (PDL) for employment purposes. However while PDL status will be a factor in the determination of whether land can be used for employment purposes, other material considerations exist, most particularly the need to create and maintain sustainable communities by ensuring the timely delivery of development needed to secure sustainable prosperity. Therefore, it may be that in some areas greenfield development may need to occur in advance of existing or potential PDL; while regard may need to be had as to whether other more pressing needs, such as housing delivery, would have implications for the release or allocation of land for employment purposes. The Panel may therefore wish to explore whether CO1 and CO5 are sufficiently flexible to delivery over the plan period, the land uses and developments needed to create and maintain sustainable communities.
The Panel may also wish to explore the robustness of the employment forecasting and employment land availability evidence base that underpin CO1 and CO5. We note that the SEP appears to only forecast to 2016 (see E7 para 2.13) while coverage of up-to-date employment land availability studies is incomplete. However others, often in support of particular sites, have submitted forecasts and other evidence relating to the whole plan period that may assist the Panel. GOSE is keen to ensure that the SEP provides sufficient certainty on the level and location of employment development necessary to meet the needs of the local and wider economy. Therefore the Panel may wish to consider the need for and content of any targets for the provision of employment land or jobs.  To maintain flexibility they should be regarded as indicative rather than policy absolutes.
It would also be helpful for the Panel to take a view on whether the SEP provides sufficient certainty to all stakeholders regarding how the plan, monitor, manage approach will operate, what the triggers for action will be, and how sub-regionally important decision making will occur and be implemented. 
8Eii Housing and Green Belt

8Eii.1
Are the housing provision figures set at the most appropriate level, taking account of the economic pressures, affordability issues, and the environmental assets of the area? (Policy CO2)? 
We are not in a position to comment on the proposed apportionment of the housing provision figures within the sub-region, but our statements on Matters 1G,1H and 2A set out our position with respect to the level of housing and the sub-regional distribution overall.

The 2004 Oxfordshire Structure Plan Panel Report provides a useful synthesis of all the views expressed when this matter was last independently assessed.  It may help the South East Plan Panel in sifting the evidence now before it and in reaching its own conclusions. The Structure Plan Panel stated, taking account of matters such as affordability, economic pressures and environmental assets, that:

“While there is no quantified assessment of the total housing need, the conclusion is inescapable that the proposed provision [37,300 or 2,487pa i.e. slightly above the RPG9 allocation of 36,500] is unlikely to come anywhere near to meeting in full the objective of providing sufficient additional dwellings for Oxfordshire’s residents.” (para 3.6) 

The Panel then went on to conclude that while, in accordance with national policy the Structure Plan figure should not be amended pending the review of RPG9, the:

“…level of overall housing provision should be regarded as an absolute minimum level to be achieved.” (para 3.11) and

“While the Plan “tops up” the housing provision for the period 2001 to 2016, that provision will fall to be revised, most probably upwards, from as early as 2006 onwards by the South East Plan.” (para 3.10).

It is noted that the Structure Plan Panel raised no significant concerns about the capacity of Oxfordshire to deliver a higher level of housing, but rather emphasised that, pending a review of the Oxfordshire housing allocation, the county and local authorities needed to focus more on ensuring delivery. 

Against this background it is unclear why the draft SEP allocation for Oxfordshire is 2360 pa, some 5% lower that the Structure Plan figure, and whether appropriate regard has been had to the key recommendations of the Structure Plan Panel or the evidence referred to in our statement on Matter 1H. It is equally unclear how the sub-region/rest of county allocations were arrived at, how previous under delivery will be remedied and whether appropriate regard has been had to the need to align, as far as practicable, local need/capacity for housing, and economic and other considerations. 

8Eii.2
Is a level of "at least 50%” affordable housing justified and capable of being implemented (Policy CO4)?
GOSE provided general comments on the draft SEP’s affordable housing policies under Matter 4A. They are based upon draft SEP Policy H4 that contains an overall regional target of 25% social rented and 10% other forms of affordable housing.

GOSE notes that the Oxfordshire Structure Plan contains an expectation that 50% of completions will be affordable. However, its independent EIP Panel, mindful that only 18% of new housing delivered in recent years was affordable, saw this as a challenging aspirational objective, not a target for implementation through local plans. The Oxfordshire authority’s approaches to delivering affordable housing have mostly also been relatively recently tested via independent Local Plan Inquiries. Inspector’s have examined local evidence relating to a range of issues, including the level of affordable housing that is needed, viable and deliverable. Only in one case (Oxford City) did an Inspector accept that the evidence supported an approach seeking 50% or more affordable housing on general, rather than small/rural sites. Elsewhere the figures are generally 30% or 40% as a starting point for negotiation.
GOSE is unaware of any more recent evidence (for example the Housing Market Assessment has yet to be completed) to suggest that the circumstances in Oxfordshire have altered such that a 50% target is justified and capable of being implemented. Therefore while GOSE welcomes the ambition of draft RSS to maximise the delivery of affordable housing to meet local needs, this must be tempered by the need to ensure that overall delivery is not unnecessarily hindered or delayed. We would therefore wish the Panel to fully explore the evidence base supporting CO4 in order to ensure that the final policy is fully justified and capable of delivery.
8Eii.3
Has the potential for expansion of Oxford itself been sufficiently recognised?  Is there a case for a strategic review of the Oxford Green Belt (Policy CO3)?  

GOSE provided general comments on Green Belts under Matter 2B. 
The December 2004 Panel Report provides a useful synthesis of the range of views expressed regarding the Oxfordshire Green Belt when this matter was last independently assessed. It may help the South East Plan Panel in sifting the evidence now before it and in reaching its own conclusions. The Panel considered that a review of the Oxford Green Belt should be carried out as part of the SEP process of considering options for the future of Oxford and the wider sub-region. It suggested that while final choices would be a matter for individual LDF’s, given the relative timings of the SEP and review, it would be likely that the review would be guided by the SEP rather than the outcomes contained within it. It considered that the review should be a collaborative exercise involving all the relevant stakeholders. It also highlighted the need to ensure that the framework set by the SEP was sufficiently clear and robust to ensure that the review occurred and any recommendations implemented, but was not wedded to any particular means or process and did not assume any particular outcome.
GOSE would welcome examination of any evidence or change in circumstances that might invalidate these conclusions or recommendations and the relevance of the Regional Economic Strategy Diamonds policy and proposed New Growth Points. In accordance with PPG2, the task of setting the framework for Green Belt review and settlement policy, including the direction of long-term development, should be undertaken at the strategic level. 
It should be noted that Green Belt Reviews, carried out in accordance with national policy do not, axiomatically result in amendments. Rather they should be part of the regional and/or sub-regional consideration of all reasonable options as required by PPG11 para 1.7. 
8Eii.4
How realistic is it to rely on focusing growth at Bicester, Didcot, Wantage and Grove?  Are there constraints to focusing growth here, and if so how might they be overcome (Policies CO1 & CO2)?  

Consecutive Oxfordshire Structure Plans, via the “Country Towns” strategy, have sought to focus growth at Bicester, Didcot, Witney (within the sub-region) and Banbury (beyond it) since the 1970’s and more latterly at Wantage/Grove; while also protecting the economy and environment of Oxford. Opinion has been divided as to whether the strategy has been successful and whether it continues to be appropriate as a means to meet current and future local and wider trends, opportunities and circumstances. 
GOSE notes that the 2004 Structure Plan Panel Report concluded that in the absence of convincing evidence, the Country Towns approach should not be automatically rolled forward, but rather a thorough reconsideration of its pros and cons, and those of alternative approaches, should be carried out. GOSE is not aware of any such reconsideration, and hence welcomes the SEP Panel raising the issue. 

With one exception, GOSE does not have a view on the merits or otherwise of focussing any particular level of growth at the named or other settlements, or on any schemes being put before the Panel. The exception is Didcot whose proposed New Growth Points bid was accepted by Government and is now subject to further examination through the RSS process. 
8Eii.5
Does the proposed housing distribution core strategy provide sufficient housing opportunities to support the social and economic well-being of local communities outside the main locations for development (Policy CO1, last para)
The Panel might explore what the terms “limited” and “elsewhere” used in CO1 mean in practice. Without such clarification it is not clear what the spatial strategy for non-named settlements is, and hence whether housing and other development can and will be located to support the social and economic well-being of the non-named local communities. 
Para 2.4 and other evidence previously submitted by the sub-regional authorities, appears to indicate that around two-thirds of the 06-26 housing allocation will go to Bicester, Didcot, Wantage/Grove, Oxford and Witney. Thus a significant quantity of housing and related development (approx 11,000 dwellings) will need to go “elsewhere”. While no doubt some pepper-potting will naturally occur that could be defined as “limited”, it seems likely that some larger developments will also be necessary. The Panel might therefore explore further what the non-named settlement strategy comprises and whether it would be appropriate for the SEP to contain further guidance on the matter. In doing so it may also wish to explore the locational and other relationships/ transport etc linkages between the named and non-named settlements and major employment sites such as Milton Park, Harwell and Culham. 
8Eiii Infrastructure and Implementation

8Eiii.1
Have the water supply and waste water treatment, flood risk, and transport implications of the growth proposals been adequately considered (including Policy CO6)? 

These aspects were considered as part of the proposed New Grow Point designation process for Didcot and Oxford City. Further study and other work to assess the scale and feasibility of delivering New Growth Point housing levels is in hand. This work includes flood risk assessment, integrated water management and a sub-regional transport strategy, and will inform the precise conditions and timing of growth.  Parallel work is also in hand to provide or up-date the evidence base for the various Oxfordshire Local Development Frameworks. 

With regard to CO6, the Panel may wish to consider amended wording which reflects the fact that many other bodies and stakeholders, as well as the County Council, will be responsible for delivering the effective management and development of transport networks within Oxfordshire; for example the Highways Agency in connection with the A34, and Network Rail in connection with East West Rail. Also DfT Rail has advised that the long-standing local aspiration for the provision of a new rail station on the Great Western Main Line at Grove/Wantage is highly challenging in delivery terms in that, at present, no local stopping service operates on the route that could serve this location.  If growth is to be focused here, alternative means of public transport provision other than rail will need to be considered.
8Eiii.2
Are the proposals in the Implementation Plan (including for social and green infrastructure) clear, justified and well related to the spatial strategy?  What are the priorities?

GOSE’s general views on the implementation, monitoring and management aspects of the SEP are contained in its written statements on Matters 10a and 10b. GOSE also issued a statement on the status of the Implementation Plan on 12 December 2006.
The October 2006 updated Implementation Plan provides a useful indication of a range of investment projects that would contribute to addressing particular problems and/or deliver the spatial strategy for the sub-region. It does not, however appear to prioritise projects, provide specific justification for their inclusion, or propose a shaped programme of interventions related to anticipated funding or deliverability.  

Therefore, we look to the Panel to ensure that the final SEP:

· contains infrastructure priorities that are clear, sound in themselves, joined-up as appropriate spatially and across organisations and time and deliverable in a sustainable manner;
· makes clear the expectations and responsibilities of organisations: for example, regarding the obligation under the Water Act for the water companies to supply all new housing;
· is aligned to Circular 05/05 guidance on planning obligations (and any other existing or emerging complementary funding regimes) with regard to infrastructure provision; 

· in relation to the sub-region does not rely on unrealistic expectations about the prior provision of infrastructure that cannot reasonably be sought through planning obligations, other developer contributions or by other means.

· in relation to the sub-region contains sufficient flexibility or contingency arrangements to ensure that while individual elements may change somewhat over the plan period, the overall desired outcomes are not put at risk.

