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1.
SUMMARY

1.1 The Government Office published proposed Changes to the draft Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS), the ‘South East Plan’ on 17th July 2008. These changes follow an earlier examination into the draft Plan by a Government appointed Panel of three Inspectors held in 2006/07, and their Report issued in August 2007. Consultation on the latest changes runs until 24th October. The documents incorporating the proposed changes are available at www.go-se.gov.uk/gose/planning/regionalPlanning A hard copy of the documents is available in Democratic Services.

1.2 The draft South East Plan deals with the period 2006-2026 and was prepared by SEERA (South East England Regional Assembly), in 2006/07.  Some of the key highlights in the changes are:

·  Housing numbers up to 33,100 per annum, a 14% increase on the draft plan (28,900) and 3.5% increase on the Panel’s recommendation (32,000) with particular increase in Kent, East and West Sussex.

·  Housing allocations are to be treated as minimum figures. 

· Three new strategic development areas (SDAs) at Whitehill/Bordon (Hampshire), Shoreham (West Sussex) and East of M1 Motorway in Milton Keynes.  One of the SDAs recommended by the Panel (South West Reading) has not been accepted.

· A new Regional Hub at Dover (22 in total).

·  New policies on Green Infrastructure (Policy CC8), Thames Basin Heaths (Policy NRM6), housing delivery (Policy H2), the River Thames Corridor (Policy C7) and Smart Growth (Policy RE5).

· Support for the Green Belt, although selective reviews recommended by the Panel have been confirmed, the Strategic Gap policy has been deleted and other Local reviews are referred to.

· Reviews of policies on employment land, town centre policies and housing provision confirmed.  All of these will be covered in the ‘First Review’ of the plan along with a review of climate change policies. This work will be informed by the recently published advice from the National Housing and Planning Advisory Unit. 
1.3 For the Berkshire authorities, the housing levels proposed by the Panel have been accepted by Government, apart from the removal of the proposed Strategic Development Area to the south west of Reading within West Berkshire, and a small increase in Slough. For the Royal Borough this confirms the annual average of 346 dwellings or 6,920 in total (an increase of 23% over the Plan as originally submitted) up to 2026. Future housing land allocations will have to made through the Local Development Framework to meet the requirement over the plan period.

1.4 A joint report has been prepared on behalf of the Berkshire authorities by the Joint Strategic Planning Unit. This is appended as Appendix 1 to this report. A number of comments are put forward in the report and Cabinet is recommended to endorse these in addition to the specific concerns affecting the Borough.

2.
RECOMMENDATION:

That the recommended response incorporated in the report of the Joint Strategic Planning Unit be noted and the following representations to be made to the Secretary of State be agreed:

· The implication that Local Planning Authorities should test higher housing provision figures than those set out on the RSS is both illogical and unprecedented in a planning system where the RSS sets strategic levels of housing growth across the region. Future housing requirements should be dealt with as part of the review process.

· The Secretary of State should acknowledge that the strategy relies heavily on the release of Greenfield land including Green Belt releases.  The inference that areas may be added to the Green Belt is simply avoiding the fact that the basis for their original designation is being eroded.

· The omission of any reference to the management of the release of land for housing in accordance with the Plan, Monitor, Manage approach with appropriate phasing, as recommended by the Panel is of severe concern. This could potentially undermine the coordination of development with the planned provision of infrastructure.

· The proposed change to Policy T9: Airports is unacceptable and conflicts with the government’s statement in the Air Transport White Paper regarding conditional future expansion at Heathrow.

Any further detailed comments on policies or points arising from the changes be delegated to the Head of Planning in consultation with the Lead Member for Planning and Housing.

	What will be different for residents as a result of this decision?

	The eventual decision on the Regional Spatial Strategy will have lasting effects on the shape of the Borough and its environment. The strategy will affect the detailed policies to be developed through the Local Development Framework for the Borough.


3.
SUPPORTING INFORMATION

Background

3.1
The South East Plan will provide the Regional Spatial Strategy covering the period 2006-2026. It is forms a part of the statutory Development Plan within which Local Planning Authorities will prepare their Local Development Frameworks. The Secretary of State’s proposed changes have been put forward for consultation until 24th October 2008. 

3.2
The proposed changes follow many of the recommendations of the Panel Report published in 2007 following a lengthy Examination of the draft Plan. A new chapter on spatial strategy is put forward based on six spatial principles:

· a coordinated approach to managing change, using nine identified sub-regions (including Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley (WCBV));

· focusing development on regional hubs;

· pursuing urban focus and urban renaissance;

· spreading opportunities more evenly, through regeneration and social inclusion activity;

· protection of Green Belt;

· supporting the vitality and character of rural areas.

The policy focus of the sub-region within which the Royal Borough sits (the Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley (WCBV) is described as “growth and regeneration”. The role of regional hubs gives greater emphasis to economic and other growth. Within the Berkshire area Reading is down as the largest settlement in the Thames Valley and a long-standing administrative centre. A focus for higher order commercial and retail activity and a location for international corporate headquarters, with strong communication links. Slough is down as an administrative and commercial centre with strong linkages with Heathrow and regeneration opportunities within its town centre.  Maidemhead is identified as a ‘sub-Hub’.

3.3
In Policy SP5 ‘Green Belts’, the broad extent of Green Belts in the region is considered appropriate. Some selective areas for review are named at Guildford, Woking and Oxford, with smaller scale local reviews likely to be required in other locations (only Redhill-Reigate area is named). Importantly, any local reviews will need to ensure that sufficient land is safeguarded to meet development needs up to 2031 to avoid the need for further reviews.

3.4
The regional housing provision is set out in Policy H1 which provides for the delivery of at least 662,500 net additional dwellings between 2006 and 2026. The annual average provision across the region is slightly above that proposed by the Panel (33,125 a year against the Panel’s 32,000 a year). The figures for the Berkshire Authorities follow largely the recommendations of the Panel with the exception of the deletion of the proposed Strategic Development Area south west of Reading due to its location within the flood plain, and an increase in Slough recognising current high rates of housing completions and its role as a regional hub. However, the proposed changes note that the level set is still significantly below the forecast growth of households and also more recent population projections for the South East. The Secretary of State considers that the treatment of the RSS figures as a minimum better reflects the Housing Green Paper objectives and the need for a flexible supply of land in the high demand South East. Further, the revised text encourages Local Planning authorities to test higher levels of provision through their Local Development Documents. This latter point would seem wholly premature in advance of the review process intended for the RSS.

3.5
Changes to the sub-regional policies and text are put forward in line with Panel recommendations. A new policy WCBV1 ‘Core Strategy’ now incorporates the strategy to refocus economic and housing growth on the identified regional and sub-regional hubs (Maidenhead being a sub-regional hub). Here, the Secretary of State makes specific mention of Green belt, which, whilst central to the core strategy “should not be inviolate”. The text notes that there will be areas within the sub-region where alterations to the Green Belt will be the most sustainable option for locating development. In this case, sufficient land should be allocated to meet the needs up to 2031 in order to avoid the need for further review.


Main implications for the Royal Borough

3.6
Whilst the report attached as Appendix 1 puts forward the main implications of the proposed changes for the interests of the authorities from a Berkshire-wide perspective, there are a few key issues that directly affect the Royal Borough. These relate to:

· Proposed housing growth

· Green Belt

· The Thames Basin Heaths SPA

· Policy for the River Thames

· Policy for Airports

3.7
Clearly, the proposed changes reiterate the ‘step change’ in housing delivery expected in the plan period. The increased levels now proposed for the Royal Borough means that the Secretary of State is forcing the Council to consider development in the Green Belt outside current urban boundaries. When combined with the Government’s policy for the identification of sufficient deliverable sites to ensure long term housing delivery, which precludes any allowance for unidentified ‘windfall’ sites, the urban areas can only accommodate limited increases. The message is quite clearly to develop land currently in the Green Belt. Whilst the changes refer to the need for urban extensions to minimise incursions into the Green belt and be subject to the same sustainability considerations as other greenfield allocations, the implications of the government’s policy approach is to release Green Belt land for development. This sits rather incongruously with other statements in the document about the need to retain the region’s Green Belts in their current form, and that where selective reviews prove necessary as part of the LDF process, consideration should be given as to whether additional land should be designated as Green Belt. This latter point is simply not an option open to many authorities including the Royal Borough which sit entirely within the Green Belt.

3.8
A new policy for the Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area (SPA), Policy NRM6 has been included as suggested by the Panel. This sets out the criteria for the mitigation of adverse effects on the SPA as a result of new housing development. This policy sets out the overall approach to enable suitable residential development to come forward within the area affected and provides the basis for the 15 authorities affected to make provision in their Local Development Documents and to monitor the effects of mitigation measures in cooperation with Natural England. This approach is generally welcomed.

3.9
Also incorporated following the Panel’s recommendation is new Policy C7 The River Thames Corridor. This draws from the suggestions put forward by the River Thames Society encouraging local authorities to adopt a coordinated policy framework through their LDFs; encouraging joint working with other organisations to protect and enhance the natural environment of the River corridor; and a coordinated approach to maintain and improve public access and open space, protect views and ensure high quality of design of new developments where the River passes through urban areas. This is also welcomed.

3.10
One policy that the Borough has previously supported at the draft Plan stage relates to Policy T9 : Airports. SEERA’s submission draft included the policy statement which expressed “Support for the development of Gatwick and Heathrow Airports within currently agreed levels of growth..”. The proposed changes now proposes the deletion of the words ‘within currently agreed levels of growth’. As now worded, the policy provides a commitment that Regional Strategies, Local Development Documents and Local Transport Plans will include proposals supporting the further development at Heathrow. The sense of the Policy is now altered and conflicts with the previous position of the Regional Plan and the Borough’s position of restraint on further growth. It would also appear to be inconsistent with the government’s own qualified support for development of a third runway at Heathrow. The proposed change is, therefore, unacceptable and objection should be made on this point.

4.
OPTIONS AVAILABLE AND RISK ASSESSMENT

4.1
Options
	
	Option
	Comments
	Financial Implications

	1. 
	To agree the recommendations of the report regarding comments on the current consultation.
	This is the final stage of consultation on the draft proposed Regional Strategy. Any comments at this stage will feed into the final consideration of the South East Plan and at least represent the Council’s views.
	Revenue:

None

Capital:

None



	2. 
	To take no action on the Government’s consultation
	To take no action  is not recommended as this would represent a tacit acceptance of the Secretary of State’s changes.
	Revenue:

None

Capital:

None




4.2
Risk assessment
4.2.1 The main risk associate with this report is that the Borough fails to represent the views of the community, expressed through various consultations, regarding the development of land within the Borough and support for the protection of Green belt. 

5.
CONSULTATIONS CARRIED OUT

5.1 No external consultation has been carried out in the preparation of this report.

6. COMMENTS FROM OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY PANEL

6.1
The report be recommended to Cabinet for approval subject to the inclusion of the following comment on item T9 :

"That the proposed change would alter the sense of the Policy with regard to growth at Heathrow Airport and the Panel felt that this was unacceptable".

7.
IMPLICATIONS

The following implications have been addressed where indicated below.

	Financial
	Legal
	Human Rights Act
	Planning
	Sustainable Development
	Diversity & Equality

	
	
	
	
	
	


Background Papers:

The South East Plan, Secretary of State’s proposed changes, July 2008

Report of the Panel, August 2007

Cabinet Report, June 2006, Nov 2007

APPENDIX 1

Joint Report on behalf of the Berkshire Planning Authorities

South East Plan – Secretary of State’s proposed modifications

Recommendations:

That you instruct the officers to make representations to the Secretary of State concerning the following items from the South East Plan report, and based upon the arguments set out in this report:

· that the treatment of district housing allocations as minimum figures, with no effective guidance as to the upper limits, will make it extremely difficult  for  the local authorities to plan for the orderly provision of the infrastructure needed to support development;

· that the Secretary of State’s call for new evidence, suggesting ways of substantially increasing the level of housing development in the Greater Reading area, should not be used as a means of introducing new allocations in this area immediately prior to the adoption of the Regional Spatial Strategy. Such a step would be a serious evasion of the checks and balances of the plan-making process that would leave the Plan open to legal challenge;

· that the relationship between the supply of new employment land and employment growth itself is an extremely tenuous one, and in particular that any study which considers this at a very local level disregards the realities of how labour markets work. The Government needs to work with the local authorities and other key players to develop more sophisticated means of understanding economic markets and making an appropriate provision of land for economic growth;

· that in many important areas (e.g. level of water use; waste reduction targets and reductions in car travel) the Government is relying upon behaviour change, rather than the provision of new infrastructure, to keep the supply of and demand for infrastructure in balance. However, the evidence of how much behaviour change is needed, the realism of those targets and the machinery for their delivery is extremely unclear. Before placing such reliance on them, the Secretary of State needs to demonstrate that there are robust measures in place for resolving these uncertainties;

· that the Secretary of State’s report sends out ambiguous messages about the Green Belt, saying on the one hand that its current broad extent is supported, but on the other that it can be built upon when it is the most sustainable alternative. This does not provide an adequate basis for weighing two potentially conflicting policy objectives against each other. The Berkshire authorities are concerned that, in an area like theirs, which is already highly urbanised and subject to continuing development pressure, the protection afforded by Green Belt is particularly important;

· that the Secretary of State needs to look again at the amount of joint working being proposed. Whilst it is laudable in principle as an activity, the cumulative workload involved is substantial and could actually interfere with the delivery of the plan’s objectives. With regard to the Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley, if this is to be retained as a sub-region, its joint working should be operated on the federal basis set out in this report. The Berkshire authorities are putting in great deal of effort, supported in many cases by Government, to become a more effective sub-regional unit (for example, through the Berkshire Economic Strategy Board) and we believe this should be reinforced through the South East Plan.

           Background 

1. The purpose of this report is to seek agreement on a joint Berkshire position in relation to the Secretary of State’s proposed modifications to the South East Plan. These have been published for consultation, with a deadline of 24 October. The report also seeks your agreement on a position in relation to the Berkshire authorities’ future participation in sub-regional activity. In the first sections we have summarised some of the main points of interest in the main, region-wide, part of the revised plan.
      Housing  

2. The main change in relation to the housing policies of the Plan is an increase in the overall regional housing allocation, compared with the 28,900 a year in the plan as submitted by the Regional Assembly and the 32,000 a year proposed by the Panel who held the Plan’s Public Examination. However, the Secretary of State’s increase is a relatively modest one, to 33,125 a year. 

3. For four of the Berkshire authorities – Bracknell Forest, Reading, Wokingham and Windsor and Maidenhead – the housing allocations are unchanged from those recommended by the Panel. Slough gets a small additional allocation, of 30 houses a year. However, this will only increase Slough’s annual requirement to 315 a year, which is still considered to be deliverable. In the case of West Berkshire, the figure is radically reduced, to 525 dwellings a year, as a result of the deletion of the proposed Strategic Development Area of 7,500 houses to the south-west of Reading. Thus, no new concerns are raised by the Secretary of State’s housing numbers for Berkshire in themselves, concerns about the Strategic Development Area have been removed, and we would therefore not seek to challenge that aspect of the Secretary of State’s modifications.

4. However, this is not the end of the matter. First, the report makes it clear that these figures are to be treated as minima, and there appears to be no upper limit to them. This raises the question of how local authorities are supposed to plan infrastructure effectively for such an open-ended commitment (infrastructure planning is addressed later in this report). This is likely to have all sorts of unintended consequences. For example, the Inspector at one local plan inquiry (Tandridge) has already taken this to its “logical” extreme and said that, if these figures are minima, then surpluses in one year above the plan’s housing requirement should not be allowed to count against deficits in subsequent years. One possible response to this, from local authorities worried about the infrastructure consequences, could be to try and defer the granting of permissions, to prevent surpluses building up in any one year.  This would make a mockery of the work that has gone into developing housing trajectories and the orderly planning of housing growth.

5. Second, the Secretary of State specifically invites evidence from any interested party on “…the sustainability, developability and deliverability of significantly additional growth in the Greater Reading Area…” (page 127 of her report). If the intention behind this were to add a substantial additional allocation in the wider Reading area immediately prior to the adoption of the Plan, it would represent a very serious evasion of the checks and balances of the plan-making process. Any such proposal could not be properly tested at this late stage and would leave the Plan open to legal challenge. Our response should strongly advise the Secretary of State against any such course of action.

6. What is more likely however is that any such evidence will be used in an immediate review of the Plan. The Secretary of State has called for the housing and some of the other policies of all the regional plans to be reviewed, with a view to bringing them into line with the national policy set out in the 2007 housing Green Paper. Work on these reviews has begun even before the present Plan is adopted, and is expected to be completed by the end of 2011.

7. It is here that radical proposals for increases in Berkshire’s housing allocations can be expected. The regional planning bodies will be given a range of housing growth to test by a new body, the National Housing and Planning Advice Unit. Their recent report indicated that the Regional Assembly could be asked to look at a regional house-building rate that is up to 50% higher than the Secretary of State is currently proposing in her report. However, it would be premature to rehearse the arguments relating to this in the context of the present consultation.

The economy

8. Another part of the early review of the Plan will be employment land supply. The Government wants the South East Plan to give stronger direction on how we cater for economic growth and, as part of this, sets the Western Corridor sub-region a target of providing for at least 79,300 extra jobs between 2006 and 2016. The authorities will be expected to provide enough employment land in the right places to enable this to happen. 

9. However, there are severe problems in drafting and implementing such a policy. The relationship between land supply and employment growth is a very tenuous one (for example, much of our supply of new jobs comes from the more intensive development of existing employment sites); small variations in basic assumptions (for example, about how much floorspace the average worker occupies or how intensively sites will be developed) can cause forecasts of the demand for land and buildings to fluctuate widely. Then there is the question of how this floorspace is to be distributed across the sub-region. Local authority areas vary widely in their character, and thus in the balance between working and resident population. Simple formulae like balancing the numbers of jobs in a local authority area with the resident population of working age do not respect those differences of character. Finally, there is the question of how a sub-regional total can be enforced, unless the Plan goes down to the level of setting individual district targets – a process which is likely to be time-consuming and extremely controversial. 

10. We suggest that the Government should be working with local authorities and other key stakeholders to develop a much more sophisticated understanding of the workings of labour markets and the relationship between land supply and economic growth. We believe that resources could be far more productively applied to this, than to crude calculations of employment land supply whose margins of error are likely to be so large as to render them effectively useless as instruments of policy.

           Infrastructure 

11. The Secretary of State recognises the central importance of adequate infrastructure to support development, and proposes a much more detailed and pro-active role for the planning authorities, at every level, in ensuring its delivery. A new measure, the Community Infrastructure Levy, is included in the current Planning Bill, as an additional tool for the delivery of infrastructure. This is going to represent a major new area of work, large parts of which will require (or will best be done by) joint working. New skills and working relationships with other agencies will need to be developed. In principle, the closer relationship between development and infrastructure provision is to be welcomed. 

12. But what does not seem to be addressed is the fact that, despite the best efforts of all concerned, it may not always be possible to bring forward the infrastructure needed at the right time. This is particularly so, given the Secretary of State’s open-ended commitment to growth, referred to in paragraph 4 (above). In addition, the Secretary of State relies heavily, in several policy areas, on behaviour change. Her report is less than clear about how this is to be achieved and its financial and other implications. Our concerns about this are spelt out in more detail in the transport section (below). 

           Transport

13. One of the main thrusts of the Secretary of State’s approach to transport appears to be through mobility management, rather than providing improved infrastructure. Whilst policies like this, promoting behavioural change, may be supported in principle, their delivery remains problematic. For example, are we clear on:

· Exactly how much behavioural change is needed, to bridge the gap between the supply of, and demand for, infrastructure?

· Has this level of change ever been achieved before? If so, where, how and do the lessons of that example translate to our situation? If it has not been achieved elsewhere, how realistic a target is it?

· Who will be responsible for delivering the change? What is their incentive for doing so? What are the policy instruments at their disposal?

· What will it cost to do (because behavioural change is not a cost-free option), and do the key players have those resources? What are the competing demands on those resources?

· Do these behavioural changes work with or against the grain of public opinion, and what other factors are working against it?

14.  These sorts of questions were posed in your evidence to the South East Plan Public Examination, and they are equally applicable to the Secretary of State’s report. Finally, in a particular behavioural change point referring to transport, while the prospects of a national road-pricing scheme appear to be receding, the revised plan puts added pressure on local authorities (and, in particular, on hub authorities like Slough and Reading) to introduce such measures.

             Green Belt

15.  The report says that the general extent of Green Belt in the region is appropriate and does not need wholesale review (Policy SP5). But at the same time it says that it is not inviolate and should be used for development if it is the most sustainable alternative (paragraph 21.6 page 259 of the companion document). This seems an ambiguous and unsatisfactory way to leave policy and seems likely to give rise to much dispute and uncertainty, pitching two important national policy imperatives into conflict with each other, with no satisfactory basis for resolving the conflicts. The area of Berkshire covered by Green Belt is already heavily urbanised and subject to continuing development pressure, and the need for the protection afforded by Green Belt is felt to be particularly great here.

           Waste

16. Berkshire is to take a relatively small and decreasing share of any waste London cannot deal with itself. For the period 2006-15, the figure is 1.12 million tonnes (9.3% of the total). For 2016-25 it is 0.63 million tonnes (8.6%).

Western Corridor & Blackwater Valley Sub-Region

17. Most of Berkshire falls within the Western Corridor & Blackwater Valley Sub-region of the South East. This area has so far proved somewhat unwieldy for making or implementing policy. But, despite this, the Panel showed no inclination to do away with it as a sub-region, and the Secretary of State has agreed with them.  On the contrary, much of the chapter on this sub-region is devoted to promoting a variety of joint working arrangements, as follows:

· collaboration with areas immediately outside our sub-region, as well as those within it;

· working with some of the growth areas nearest to our sub-region, such as Heathrow, Oxford and Swindon;

· all relevant agencies to work together to deliver the sub-regional core strategy, which is substantially transport-led;

· joint working is needed within sub-sets of the sub-region, to establish the adequacy of the supply of employment land;

· authorities should consider producing joint Development Plan Documents for housing land allocation where it could have cross-boundary impacts;

· joint working in the Blackwater Valley;

· joint working for the Colne Valley Park;

· joint working by the authorities affected by the Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area;

· joint working on the local economy through the Berkshire Economic Strategy Board;

· establishment of a WCBV Transport Group, as an extension of the Berkshire Strategic Transport Group;

· all of these are in addition to whatever joint working activities the Berkshire authorities enter into, in order to represent Berkshire’s interests in the forthcoming review of the South East Plan. 

18. Whilst joint working is laudable in principle, each new joint arrangement has a significant additional workload associated with it, for officers, members or both. Rarely is it possible to combine these activities, since they tend to involve different combinations of authorities and other organisations, or different people within those organisations.

19. For most purposes, the former Berkshire area can serve as an effective core area for joint working, looking across its borders to work with its neighbours as necessary. The authorities have a long history of joint working and most of the machinery for it is in place. We have prepared joint minerals and waste local plans and a joint structure plan; a joint Housing Market Assessment (part-funded by Government); and, more recently, have set up the Berkshire Economic Strategy Board and the Berkshire Strategic Transport Forum, to progress joint working in those fields (again with Government support). In our submission, the South East Plan should build on these foundations in its sub-regional thinking.   

20. What is also clear from the above is that few, if any, of the proposed joint working arrangements seem to require joint decision-making on behalf of all the local authorities within the Sub-Region. This at least may be one area where an economy of effort can be made. It is proposed that, in future, WCBV matters are dealt with through a federal arrangement, whereby the Berkshire Unitary Authorities and the Joint Unit work together to represent the interests of their part of the sub-region, and the other counties and their constituent districts do the same in relation to their parts of the sub-region. The officers would continue to liase, in such combinations and on such topics as were needed to ensure that each knew what the others were doing, and that no internal inconsistencies that might cause problems were opening up in policy between one part of the sub-region and another. In some cases, it may be appropriate (for reasons of cost-saving or consistency) to carry out joint research. However, there should be no need for the elected members of all the sub-regional authorities to meet as a group, except in the event that there were decisions genuinely needing the agreement of them all. 

           Joint Strategic Planning Unit
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