Sub-matter 10A IMPLEMENTATION

Reading Borough Council (7300)

10A.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.
The Implementation Plan makes it clear (para 1.3) that the success of the Implementation Plan will depend upon “The investment decisions of a number of organisations ranging from central Government, regional agencies, local authorities, delivery agencies, environmental bodies, the private sector and regulatory bodies need to be aligned”.  No new mechanisms for ensuring this alignment of priorities takes place are proposed.  The Regional bodies that do exist such as the Regional Housing Board and the Regional Transport Board do provide mechanisms for allocating priorities and for expressing those priorities to central government, regional agencies etc.  However, it is acknowledged that the Plan cannot ensure the alignment of priorities or programmes by other infrastructure providers.  This is a concern if a proposed development or policy is dependent on a particular scheme or proposal whose implementation is dependent on another infrastructure provider.  

2.
The overarching approach sets out a number of pre conditions considered necessary to deliver the Plan.  These include increased levels of public sector investment, increased private sector investment possibly through a PGS and increased alignment of investment programmes across a wide range of sectors.  However the Implementation Plan acknowledges (para. 2.6) that the Regional Assembly role will be limited to encouraging the alignment of these investment programmes.

3.
The principal delivery mechanisms detailed in the Implementation Plan are effecting behavioural change, regulatory intervention by central Government, management of the existing infrastructure and finally investment in new infrastructure. These mechanisms are supported but questions remain over their effectiveness in delivering the substantial increases in infrastructure capacity required to deliver the Plan. 

4.
The South East Plan contains a range of policies encouraging behavioural change.  In particular policies relating to transport and sustainability provide a framework for more detailed policies in LDFs and supporting SPDs to provide a statutory planning basis for delivering behavioural change.  In Reading, for example, transport policies set out in the Local Plan and the Local Transport Plan have proved effective in changing the modal split for trips into the town centre.  It is questionable whether the implementation of such policies would prove as effective or even be possible if applied to the polycentric sub region as a whole compared to a major urban centre such as Reading. Fundamental behavioural change will require a consequential fundamental policy shift at a national level.

5.
We have concerns that the regulatory framework to enable utilities to invest in future growth is also uncertain relying as it does on a traditional 5-year timescale.  This is a matter that also needs to be addressed at a national rather than a regional level.  However providing increasing certainty over the locations for future growth at a regional and sub regional level should reduce the speculation element of long term planning for utilities and improve the probability that investment decisions will support the delivery of the South East Plan.  

6.
Local authorities are well versed in managing the existing infrastructure asset on a reducing revenue budget through maintaining the physical stock, improving existing services and demand management.  These mechanisms will continue to make a contribution to addressing the current demands being placed on the Region’s infrastructure.  However, it is clear from the Implementation Plan and the surveys/studies underpinning its preparation that new infrastructure investment is required to deliver growth. The Regional Assembly proposes a blend of mechanisms comprising commitments from central government, developer contributions delivered through planning obligations or a planning gain supplement and the creation of a Regional Infrastructure Fund. 

The issues are the linkages between growth and infrastructure priorities.  It is clear that hard choices will be required over future investment.  We consider that the criteria applied in making those choices should take account of the contribution any infrastructure scheme will make to the delivery of growth.  The Regional Transport Board prioritisation methodology includes such an assessment but this is not always the case with other infrastructure providers.

7.
We believe that giving public investment priority to areas committed to delivering growth will also provide the best opportunity to securing the maximum return on that investment.  During previous sessions of the Examination you received submissions from the South East Diamonds group detailing the significant benefits to be achieved from major concentrations of growth potential, particularly through public/private partnerships.

8.
The production of local infrastructure plans linked to the delivery of growth is supported.  These plans would have a number of benefits including providing transparency in the expenditure of planning gain, demonstrating commitment to public/private partnerships and supporting bids to funding sources including the proposed Regional Infrastructure Fund.  As stated previously the Diamonds concept promotes the concept of sub regional groupings to deliver growth and the preparation of joint infrastructure plans would naturally follow.  However we would stress that the principle of subsidiarity should apply to the responsibility for delivery of infrastructure schemes.  This is almost exclusively at the principal authority level working in partnership with the private sector and other public agencies and bodies.

10A.2
Will the draft RSS help to promote a climate that is conducive to high investment confidence (for both public and private sector investors)

9.
We believe that an effective climate for investment confidence requires a coherent vision that sets out the framework for investment decisions together with commitment and ownership to that vision throughout the public sector.  The South East Plan will contribute to promoting such a climate of confidence but ownership and commitment from the entire public sector will be necessary to sustain that climate of confidence.  Ownership by central government requires a commitment to provide funds to deliver much-needed infrastructure. Ownership from other public infrastructure providers requires them to demonstrate that their investment decisions relate and take account of the delivery of the Plan and its targets.  Ownership by local authorities requires them to provide the statutory planning framework and partnership arrangements necessary to deliver growth targets.

10A.3
Is there a role for the Regional Assembly to coordinate strategic reviews of land holdings (Policy CC6)

10.
We have already stated that the successful implementation of the Plan will require commitment and ownership by local authorities particularly through their LDFs.  In addition we have also stated that principal authorities applying the principle of subsidiarity should deliver the necessary key infrastructure schemes.  These beliefs underpin our view that the principle of subsidiarity should also apply to reviews of land holdings.  This does not rule out combinations or groupings of authorities undertaking joint reviews but it places the responsibility firmly at the local authority level as opposed to the regional level.

11.
There are many factors that are needed to undertake a meaningful assessment of land availability including physical constraints, planning constraints, ownership and market factors.  Involvement of the private sector at a local level is also important particularly in assessing market factors. 

10A.4
To what extent are the Investment Schedules in the Implementation Plan affordable and realistic

12.
Reading considers that the investment schedules in the implementation plan are clear and justified in the context of the growth proposals in the Plan. As we understand it from the water companies and the Environment Agency (who drew up the programme of works) all of the water and sewerage upgrades proposed are essential to the delivery of the Plan’s housing and other growth proposals. 

13.
From our perspective the twin investment priorities are affordable housing and transport. Given the high cost of housing in our area, a priority would be the bridging of the funding gap identified in relation to affordable housing delivery. You will have seen from our evidence on affordable housing, arguing that the delivery of genuinely affordable housing is primarily one of the availability of public subsidy, rather than of planning policy.

14.
With regard to transport, our priorities are set out in our Local Transport Plan and a number are included in the investment schedules following assessment through the regional prioritisation methodology. Examples include improvements to M4 Junction 11 and Reading Station that will have local, regional and national benefits.  However despite these successes it is unlikely that the investment schedules will realistically be delivered within the Plan period unless the pre conditions set out in the Implementation Plan and discussed above are realised.    

