




10A/District Councils in the South East (7273)

SOUTH EAST PLAN EXAMINATION IN PUBLIC

IMPLEMENTATION

Statement by District Councils in the South East

This statement sets out the collective views of District and Borough Councils on the questions raised. It must be noted that not all of the 55 Councils would necessarily subscribe to every point made and many have separately made individual comments reflecting their particular views and circumstances. 

1
Do the proposed implementation mechanisms and delivery agencies in draft RSS, as supplemented by the Implementation Plan, establish a clear means for translating RSS policies into action?  

1.1
District Councils have welcomed the efforts by SEERA to draw up a co-ordinated implementation Plan. We urge the Panel to take account of the revised Implementation Plan submitted in September 2006 rather than the sketch proposals submitted with the Plan. It benefits nobody to downplay the significant amount of additional work prepared by SEERA and its partners. The revised Implementation Plan provides a comprehensive framework for identifying and aligning the activities of a wide range of delivery agencies and the mechanisms needed for the successful implementation of the Plan’s objectives.  The Assembly has adopted a package of proposals that includes a mixture of investments, policy decisions and behavioural change. However, the delivery of the Plan will be dependent upon many organisations taking account of the Plan’s policies and investment requirements when developing their own programmes and policies. Unfortunately SEERA and its partners cannot directly control the priorities of all these organisations. Higher levels of growth to that assumed within the draft Plan would require a higher level of public sector investment and/or swifter and more extensive behavioural change. 

1.2
District Councils are disappointed that GOSE has chosen to argue that the Implementation Plan is not formally part of the South East Plan. PPS11 (Regional Planning) provides clear guidance on the importance of identifying appropriate implementation mechanisms as part of drawing up a regional spatial strategy.  It requires that an Implementation Plan is submitted to the Secretary of State alongside a draft RSS revision.  This should form the basis for informing both lower order strategies, plans and programmes and delivery agencies in order to provide greater certainty that the required infrastructure will be delivered. District Councils would be extremely concerned if the implementation plan were not considered to be part of the SE Plan. The statement issued by GOSE on 12 December 2006 provides some clarification, but leaves many issues unresolved.  We note that GOSE acknowledges that an implementation plan could be part of the published RSS document. However this is subject to caveats that raise concerns. Firstly, GOSE says that the status of the plan would equate to that of supporting text. Whilst this would be part of the statutory document, it would not have the force of policy and it is therefore questionable how much commitment would be given to implementation. Another caveat is that the “Implementation Plan” should not contain policies or proposals. At this stage we understand that many of infrastructure schemes, including a number of key transport requirements, are regarded as proposals and those that are not in the main part of the plan must be omitted. This would result in a number of vital schemes being left out. Rather than adopt the approach set out by GOSE, it would seem far simpler to leave the Implementation Plan as part of the SE Plan, as originally contemplated, so that all the “policies and proposals” in the schedules in Annex 2 and Annex 3 are part of the SE Plan, as required by GOSE.
2
Will the draft RSS help to promote a climate that is conducive to high investment confidence (for both public and private sector investors)?

2.1
The innovative work leading up to, and including, the production of the Implementation Plan has brought together key delivery agencies. We hope that it will have instilled a collective mindset about priorities and the importance of aligning investment to take the SE Plan forward.  However, we have seen no evidence that this is the case at this stage. It is also too early to attempt to make a judgement about whether investment confidence has increased, especially since the plan remains at a draft stage and does not set out Government policy. Notwithstanding these caveats, District Councils consider that the work provides a model for the way in which regional bodies and agencies should work together. But there is still a great deal to do, most crucially to establish the Regional Infrastructure Fund.  The latter, with full Government backing, would do a great deal to increase investment confidence by providing up-front funding for infrastructure, that would be paid back later. Further work on the way local authorities propose to handle Section 106 contributions, including fixed tariffs, is also needed, particularly as the planning gain supplement proposals are not anticipated before 2009.

3
Is there a role for the Regional Assembly to coordinate strategic reviews of land holdings (Policy CC6)?

3.1
In the context of the emphasis on effective implementation and infrastructure provision and better resource use, it makes sense to look for opportunities to facilitate delivery through sympathetic land ownership and potential funding. The SE Plan makes it clear that the region has a substantial portfolio of Government land, particularly land held by the defence, and to a lesser extent, health sectors. The Ministry of Defence has advised the EIP that it has embarked on a fundamental, long-term review of its operational requirements and landholdings, but, in truth, the MOD seems to have been doing this for the last twenty years. We have been advised that this review will lead to the release of significant land and property holdings across the region. Where such sites have potential, their public land ownership could in theory assist both implementation and the forward funding of necessary infrastructure, in order to achieve high standards of development. However, District Councils have concerns that commercial considerations will not necessarily bring about the most effective solution for the community as a whole. Recent research by the Town and Country Planning Association (“Unlocking Public Land for Housing Supply”, January 2007) reports that the transfer of 96 surplus NHS sites to English Partnerships in 2005 cost the DCLG £320 million. The TCPA says that this means that there is little scope to use the land for affordable housing. So we would support a proactive role for the Regional Assembly in high-level discussions with agencies such as the NHS and MOD. We would also support the Assembly being proactive in co-coordinating strategic reviews by other bodies with significant land holdings. We do however support the intention of Policy CC6 and hope that public bodies enter into the dialogue with the Regional Assembly and local authorities envisaged in that policy.
4
To what extent are the Investment Schedules in the Implementation Plan affordable and realistic?

4.1
A great deal of work has gone into the production of the Investment Schedules. Figure 3, which sets out overall infrastructure costs, uses figures that are derived from a combination of the detailed work by Roger Tym and Partners and the Assembly’s own estimates based on information from local authorities, partners and delivery agencies. We consider the schedules to constitute a realistic assessment of regional and sub-regional needs, although, as noted in paras 3.5.10 and 3.5.11, there continue to be gaps in the information and further refinement will be required. The difficulties of assessing infrastructure costs in many parts of the south east where growth is incremental must also be borne in mind.

4.2 
On the issue of affordability, District Councils have set out their concerns about the commitment of the Government and other agencies to deliver the required infrastructure. If agencies do not commit finance for such infrastructure, either other agencies will have to find the money (which is unlikely), or the SE Plan will simply not be delivered. We can certainly state that there is no capacity for District Councils to take on additional areas of spending at a time when funding for local government is being increasingly squeezed.
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