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CABINET – 6 JUNE 2006

SOUTH EAST PLAN 

Report by Head of Sustainable Development

Introduction

1. The draft South East Plan was submitted by the South East England Regional Assembly (SEERA) to the Government in March 2006. Consultation on the Plan is from 31 March to 23 June. All responses on the revised Plan are to be sent direct to the Panel who will be conducting an examination in public (EiP), scheduled to commence in November this year. The main purpose of the EiP is to provide an opportunity for the discussion, in public and before a Panel appointed by the Secretary of State, of selected matters, to test the soundness of the Plan.  A copy of the Plan has been placed in the Members’ Resource Centre. 

2. This report considers key elements of the revised Plan. Detailed comments on policies are attached at Annex 1. The Executive considered a report on a consultation draft of the Plan on 15 March 2005. The resolution of the Executive is attached at Annex 2.

Key elements of the Draft South East Plan 

3. The core document of the Plan sets out a strategic long-term vision with proposals and policies for the South East region over the next twenty years to 2026. When Government approves it, the Plan will replace current Regional Planning Guidance for the South East (RPG9) and the Structure Plan for Oxfordshire.

4. The Plan is in two parts. The first part contains region-wide policies. The second part contains the sub-regional policy framework for the nine sub-regions that include Central Oxfordshire. 

5. The draft Plan vision is that, ‘Through the Plan and other measures, the South East will show a sustained improvement in its quality of life over the period to 2026, measured by the well-being of its citizens, the vitality of its economy, the wealth of its environment and the prudent use of resources.’ 

6. The core strategy comprises a ‘statement of policy’, the proposals for the distribution and scale of growth, and a preferred spatial strategy (set out in Annex 3). The policy proposed is to provide for a substantial programme of housing development and economic growth, phased and closely related to the availability of infrastructure and associated services. It aims for a reduction in economic and social disparities between the east and west of the region.

7. The sub-regional strategy for Central Oxfordshire is based on the County Council’s advice to SEERA, agreed by Cabinet on 6 December 2005. 
8. The draft Plan proposes an annual average growth in housing of 28,900 dwellings per annum. The annual level of new house building for Oxfordshire is 2,360 dwellings. Of this, the draft Plan proposes that provision should be made for 1,700 dwellings per annum in Central Oxfordshire, and 660 dwellings per annum in the rest of Oxfordshire. The housing distribution, as proposed by the County Council, allows for new growth at Bicester (2,000 post-2016), Didcot (3,000 post-2016) and Wantage and Grove (1,400 post-2016). The 3,000 dwellings proposed at Didcot are currently split evenly between South Oxfordshire and the Vale of White Horse District Council. Advice is sought on the actual district split as part of the Council’s response on this consultation.     

9. The draft Plan places considerable emphasis on the importance of infrastructure. In its submission letter to the Deputy Prime Minister, SEERA say that ‘substantial investment in the capacity of the region’s infrastructure is an essential pre-condition to delivering planned levels of growth’. The draft Plan is accompanied by an Implementation Plan, which identifies the schemes and levels of investment required to deliver the Plan proposals. 

10. On the economy the Plan (Policies CC9 and RE5) seeks to address ‘intra-regional social and economic disparities’ by ‘maintaining and enhancing the competitiveness of the most economically successful parts of the region’ whilst also addressing areas where there is deprivation and under-performance. Policy RE1 supports regionally important sectors and clusters and RE5 seeks to encourage “smart growth”, which involves maximising the productive value of the sub-regions’ resources including human capital, land .natural resources.

11. The draft Plan seeks to deliver a substantial increase in the amount of affordable housing in the region.  Local development documents are required to set targets taking account of the regional target that 25% of all new housing should be for social rented housing and 10% in other forms of affordable housing. 

12. There is a strategic water resource development policy (NRM2) that states there is a ‘demonstrable need for new water resource schemes’ and lists the ‘Upper Thames reservoir by 2019/20’ as one of five schemes that may be required. Policy NRM1 states that ‘a twin-track approach of demand management and water resource development will be pursued.’

13. The waste and minerals policies are based on the outcome of the review of current RPG9 for minerals and waste.
 The policy approach is one of resource management, that is, to reduce the amount of waste we produce in the first place and ensure that we re-use, recycle and recover as much as possible from materials before they are finally disposed of. There are new recycling and aggregate targets for Oxfordshire and a new sand and gravel apportionment.    

Comments

14. In broad terms, the draft Plan is to be supported particularly in the way it seeks to manage pressures for housing and economic growth. The inclusion of this Council’s advice for the Central Oxfordshire sub-region is particularly welcomed. 

15. The Plan strongly endorses a strategy that puts the timely delivery and adequate levels of infrastructure at centre stage.  This is consistent with what the Council has said to SEERA previously
: that sustainable communities in the region would be achieved only if the current infrastructure shortfall was addressed and further infrastructure requirements to support additional development were fully funded and in place either in advance of or in parallel with development. Policy CC5 – Infrastructure and Implementation – states that development shall not proceed until planning authorities are satisfied that the necessary infrastructure required to serve development is available or will be provided in time. This is in line with the Oxfordshire Structure Plan infrastructure policy and provides the right policy framework at the regional level.  Officers have been working with SEERA to develop an Implementation Plan that sets out infrastructure schemes and investment requirements for each sub-region. Work on this is progressing and will be prepared in time for the EiP.

16. I commented in March 2005 that the final strategy should be a shorter and more focussed document.  The draft Plan still needs to be sharpened up to give clearer strategic messages. The core strategy consists of a ‘statement of policy’ and ‘preferred spatial strategy’ (see Annex 2).  Both are necessary elements to a strategic level plan but need to be focussed and concise to convey successfully a clear direction for the region.

17. The level of housing growth proposed for the region and for Oxfordshire is in line with what the Council has previously supported, subject to concerns about the pressing need for affordable housing and infrastructure being met. The proposed rate is slightly above current RPG9 rate (28,000 per year) but in line with the growth plans under the Sustainable Communities Plan.
 Although new Government household projections
 suggest a higher level of household formation for the region and Oxfordshire than previously forecast they are only one factor to take into account and should not dictate policy. 

18. The matter of the overall housing provision is tied closely to the debate on infrastructure.  Significant levels of investment in infrastructure are needed, both to cater for new development and to deal with existing backlog.  Work commissioned for the South East Counties has identified a significant investment gap
. Resources from a range of sources including Government will be required to deliver on this.   

19. There are other impacts too to consider. A recent House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee Report
 has expressed concern that the consideration of environmental impacts of new house building ranks below other economic and social factors.  The Committee also expresses deep concern that houses may be built before infrastructure is provided, with water supply identified as a fundamental resource issue. 

20. Previously, the County Council had expressed concern about the emphasis given in the Plan to levels of economic growth and development in the west of the region.  The first draft Plan spoke of areas of economic opportunity where planned provision needs to reflect potential and the development needs arising from economic expansion.  This did not relate well to the objective for the Central Oxfordshire sub-region of building on the area’s economic strengths whilst seeking to protect the environment and quality of life. I think the revised draft is better in that it now proposes an approach that complements the Central Oxfordshire sub-regional strategy. The preferred spatial strategy seeks to ‘support continued economic growth in ways that minimise additional pressures on limited land and labour resources’. 

21. The Central Oxfordshire sub-regional strategy and housing distribution is based on advice submitted by the County Council to SEERA last December. This strategy is the culmination of work extending over two years involving key stakeholders and consultation undertaken locally. The Council’s request to exclude the small part of South Oxfordshire from the Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley sub-region has been accepted.

22. It is important to convey to the Panel that the Central Oxfordshire strategy is based on principles that accord with those of the draft Plan (see Annex 3). It focuses development at larger settlements without compromising the Green Belt, which accords with national and regional guidance. It represents an evolution of policy that has guided development in the county over two and a half decades so provides continuity whilst further seeking to develop communities that have experienced growth in the past in a sustainable way.  It would be appropriate for the County Council, as the principal authority responsible for advising SEERA on the sub-regional strategy, to be invited to the EiP to explore and discuss the case for the Central Oxfordshire strategy in the draft Plan.

23. SEERA have incorporated an additional paragraph in the explanatory text on Central Oxfordshire that refers to the Assembly’s forecast of jobs in the sub-region of 18,300 over the first ten years of the Plan. This is included to provide a basis against which to monitor future change in employment. The usefulness of including this in the Core Document is questionable.  First, the draft Plan acknowledges the ‘considerable degree of uncertainty’ that applies to forecasts.
 Second, employment change is a contextual indicator that will be monitored to assess the performance of the sub-regional strategy.   

24. It is a requirement that the overall housing provision set for the county is apportioned between the districts. An issue that remains to be resolved is the spilt between South Oxfordshire and the Vale of White Horse of the housing figure for Didcot (3,000, post-2016). Currently the housing figures that appear in the draft Plan assume a 50/50 spilt.  The district councils are working together to produce a vision for Didcot which will consider, amongst other issues, the preferred locations of future growth.  This work has, however, identified that there is an issue of flood risk on some potential areas of growth.  This will not prevent further  growth at Didcot but may be a factor in identifying preferred locations.  A flood risk assessment is therefore being undertaken and the results should be available to inform the EIP on the amount of housing to be provided in each district. 

25. Waste and Minerals:  Cabinet considered the Secretary of State’s proposed changes to the waste and minerals section of RPG9 on 2 November 2005. It raised a strong objection to the proposed sand and gravel apportionment for Oxfordshire. This apportionment is followed through into this draft Plan, and the objection needs to be reiterated. While the annual apportionment for Oxfordshire is reduced from previous requirements the overall rate of reduction (only 9%) is significantly less that the rate of reduction region-wide (20%). Underpinning the apportionment is a flawed and outdated methodology. The draft Plan recognises this (D6/Paragraph 24.6) but it needs to acknowledge the need for an urgent review (see detailed comments, Annex 1).       

26. On water resource development, the first draft Plan referred to local authorities working with water companies and the Environment Agency in ‘agreeing need, location and timing’ for new facilities whereas the new Plan refers to them ‘assisting in the timely delivery of schemes’. Five options in the region, including the Upper Thames reservoir, are now included in Policy NRM2 rather than as supporting text. At this stage, the need for a reservoir has not been demonstrated and alternatives are still being analysed by Thames Water. The Policy needs to be firmer in stating that new reservoirs will only be permitted if a proven need is established.  Further advice on this is provided under detailed comments in Annex 1. 

Conclusions

27. Key comments on the draft Plan are contained in paragraphs 14 to 26 above. Detailed comments on policies are set out in Annex 1. Officers will be involved in further work over the next few months in preparation for the EiP, including collaborating with SEERA, the district councils and other local authorities in the South East. 

28. I suggest that the County Council’s key messages to the Panel undertaking the EiP should be to endorse the strategy that has been developed for the Central Oxfordshire sub-region, and to stress the need for adequate levels of investment and mechanisms to ensure the timely delivery of infrastructure. This is in part addressed by policy but also requires concerted Government attention.  Without this the aim of building sustainable communities will not be realised. This is also consistent with the comments made by the Environment & Economy Scrutiny Committee, who advised Cabinet that the Committee remained extremely concerned about the need to provide adequate infrastructure before any further development took place.

RECOMMENDATIONS

29. The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to: 

(a) endorse the comments in the report and in Annex 1 for submission to the Panel as this Council’s comments on the draft Plan submitted to Government; 

(b) express this Council’s wish to attend the forthcoming examination in public - as the principal authority responsible for advising SEERA on the Central Oxfordshire strategy and a key agent in planning, providing and building communities;  

(c) delegate to the Head of Sustainable Development, in consultation with Councillor Roger Belson, the Cabinet Member for Sustainable Development, to undertake necessary work in preparation for and appearance at the examination in public.  

CHRIS COUSINS

Head of Sustainable Development

Background papers: 
Nil

Contact Officer:

Geri Beekmeyer Tel: 01865 815874; 

email: geri.beekmeyer@oxfordshire.gov.uk
May 2006

ANNEX 1

THE SOUTH EAST PLAN – SUBMISSION TO GOVERNMENT: CONSULTATION 31 MARCH TO 23 JUNE 2006:

Detailed comments on policies from Oxfordshire County Council

Section D1: Cross-Cutting policies

Policy CC2: Climate Change

1. This policy has been extended. It is welcomed subject to: i) part iii) ‘carbon sinks’ is jargon and should be replaced with language that can be readily understood or explained in the explanatory text; ii) part iv) ‘encouraging development and use of renewable energy’. This should be strengthened if the Plan is to meet the targets set out in the same policy.  

Policy CC3: Resource Use

2. This policy refers to reducing the “ecological footprint”.   This should be replaced by language that is readily understood or at least explained in the text.  

Policy CC4: Sustainable Construction

3. This is a new policy and is very much welcomed. Achieving higher standards in new build and the existing stock is something that should become more widely applicable, going beyond existing building regulations and the Government’s Code for Sustainable Homes, which remains voluntary.

Policy CC5: Infrastructure and Implementation

4. This policy has been firmed up from what appeared in the first draft. Overall, this policy is welcomed in emphasising strongly the need for substantial Government investment and requiring infrastructure to be available or provided in time. However, it is ambiguous in places.  Part iv) states that contribution from development will also be required to ‘help deliver the necessary infrastructure’. For much infrastructure development, contributions will be funded wholly from developments.  The use of ‘help’ suggests otherwise.  Replace with ‘contributions from development will be sought to deliver the necessary infrastructure’. 

Policy CC7: Inter-regional Connectivity

5. The County Council had previously expressed the need for SEERA to ensure effective working arrangements with adjoining regions.  This is a concern for Oxfordshire where growth in adjoining regions, eg, at Swindon may have implications for this county.  Policy CC7 is improved and now refers to need for joint research and partnerships to address issues. 

Policy CC8b: Regional Hubs

6. It is important that the concept of regional hubs is applied in a way that is consistent with policies in the Economy and Tourism and Town Centres sections.  The wording of policy CC8b should clarify that the areas of highest accessibility – the town centre or transport interchange - should be the focus for development rather than the urban area as a whole.

Policy CC9: Addressing Intra-regional Disparities

7. The first draft Plan included Oxford as one of the regeneration areas along with underperforming areas in the south and east of the region. Oxford has more localised areas of deprivation but sits in an area of greater prosperity. The deletion of the specific reference to Oxford and the inclusion of a broader statement covering local areas of deprivation is to be welcomed. 

Section D2: Economy 

8. The economy chapter is substantially revised. Generally the revised policies are welcomed. Policy RE1 supports regionally significant sectors and clusters and so is relevant to Oxfordshire and sets the framework for Central Oxfordshire Policy CO5.  

Section D3: Housing

Policy H1: Housing Provision

9. This sets out the provision for each district/strategic development area. The housing figures include an allowance to address the backlog of housing need, which the Assembly assess at 29,000 households. The policy requires local authorities to demonstrate in their Local Development Documents how they have addressed any backlog of housing need in their area.  However, the region-wide assessment is not available at county or district level. The explanatory text or other supporting information needs to offer advice on how it expects the planning authorities to address this. 

Policy H3: The Location of Housing 

10. Housing market assessments – there is a pressing need for SEERA, with GOSE, to be clear on the usefulness of HMAs in areas such as Oxfordshire where need and demand for housing is high. There also needs to be clarification on the inter-relationship between housing market areas as described by DTZ Pieda in the draft Plan, and the Central Oxfordshire sub-region area as defined in the draft Plan.   

11. Fourth paragraph:  i) in its current form this policy does not reflect the Plan’s urban focus sufficiently; ii) Replace ‘generally be’ with ‘be concentrated’; iii) this policy refers to housing development being in locations that are well served by a ‘choice of transport modes’. The emphasis here should be on public transport. This follows through Policy CC2 that seeks to reduce carbon emission by reducing the need to travel and ensuring good accessibility. 

Policy H4: Affordable Housing

12. Housing market assessments – see comment above. 

13. The County Council re-iterates its concern that the policy is over prescriptive in setting regional targets for social rented housing (25%) and other forms of accommodation (10%). 

14. Third paragraph: Financial viability and use of public subsidy – the complexities of the funding regime for affordable housing development is a major barrier to such housing being bought forward in a timely manner. Policy H4 contains the provision that LDFs will provide comprehensive policy and guidance on financial viability and the role of public subsidy in the light of guidance from SEERA and the Regional Housing Board. Such an approach in LDFs would be welcome as it would clarify the role of the various players and provide certainty in terms of subsidy whether through planning obligations and/or grant from the Housing Corporation through the use of protocols etc. It is important that any guidance from SEERA is not too prescriptive however, and provides opportunities for local authorities, housing providers and their partners to develop their own protocols in the light of local circumstances.

Section D4: Communications and Transport

Policy T1: Manage and invest

15. Policy T1 needs to be more explicit in linking investment in the transport system to the delivery of the Plan’s development strategy and to addressing the infrastructure backlog that is hindering the delivery of new housing and employment sites.  This is particularly important, given the interpretation placed by Highways Agency on government policy towards development close to the trunk road network and the current stance of Network Rail and the DfT towards rail improvements.

16. Paragraph 1.11, vi to x, lists inter-regional routes of importance to the region but excludes the East West rail (Swindon-Oxford- Milton Keynes) route which is related to the Swindon Principal Urban Area and the Milton Keynes South Midlands growth area. This route is important to the delivery of the sub-regional strategy for Central Oxfordshire in terms of inter-regional connectivity and opening up Bicester and promoting its role in the Oxford-Cambridge arc.   

17. Policy T1 could usefully refer to the regional prioritisation methodology (reference paragraph 1.34).  

Policy T3 – Regional Spokes

18. It is unclear how the related concept of regional spokes should be applied in practice.  Policies that aim to support and develop the role of regional spokes may not assist in delivery of the wider spatial strategy, given that many routes are not designated as spokes.  Some important regional spokes are entirely missing from the map even though they are designated as inter-regional corridors e.g. Southampton – Oxford. 

Map T2 – Regional Hubs and Spokes 

19. Map T2 shows regional spokes including links to major settlements, equivalent to hubs in neighbouring regions.  However, the spoke between Oxford and Gloucester/Cheltenham – strategically significant cities and towns in the draft South West Plan – is missing and needs to be added.

20. The A34 is shown as an international and inter-regional corridor on Map 1 but also needs to be shown on Map T2. 

Policy T12 – Rail Freight

21. Policies to encourage rail freight need to be balanced against policies to encourage investment in passenger services that support regional hubs and spokes.  Along many corridors including South Coast – West Midlands these objectives may be hard to reconcile and the RTS should signal regional priorities to guide both local authorities and delivery agencies.

Section D5: Sustainable Natural Resource Management 

Policy NRM2 – Strategic Water Resources Development 

22. Policy NRM2 sets out the criteria against which proposals for new water resources will be assessed. Policy EN11 in the Oxfordshire Structure Plan includes the criterion that “all reasonable measures to manage demand for water, including controlling loss through water leakage, have been taken”. This would be a useful addition to policy NRM2. In Oxfordshire there is the expectation that Thames Water should demonstrate they have made best efforts to reduce leakage from the system and encourage greater efficiency of use of water before major investment is made in new resources that would have a significant local impact. In addition, this would help to link the provision of new resources to the twin track approach advocated in policy NRM1.

23. Policy NRM2 also does not appear to be restricted to providing new reservoirs as the only way of providing new water resources. It refers to “’the demonstrable need for new water resource schemes. As well as identifying strategic schemes that may be required, at (ii) it refers to alternative options. However, the text only refers to new reservoir development, and it would be helpful if it could outline or give examples of other alternatives that could be considered.

24. Delete “Presence of” in (ii). These words are unnecessary and imply that if some alternative measures are in place this policy would be met. 

Policy NRM4 – Conservation and improvement of biodiversity

25. There should be a strong emphasis on the production, management and expansion of UK Biodiversity Action Plan priority habitats particularly those associated with designated sites. There should be a similar commitment to UK BAP priority species. 

26. PPS9 highlights the need for planning authorities, as part of the new LDFs, to identify areas for biodiversity enhancement. In Oxfordshire a number of target areas for biodiversity action are being highlighted and it is hoped that they can be incorporated into the new LDFs. These target areas should fit neatly into biodiversity framework that has been developed for the south-east.

Section D6: Waste and Minerals 

Policy W3 – Regional Self-Sufficiency

27. In response to proposed changes to RPG9 the County Council supported the principle that a sub-regional numeric apportionment of waste from London consistent with policy W3 on regional self-sufficiency be included in the Plan. Policy W3 includes a sub-regional apportionment of provision to be made for landfill capacity for London’s exported waste. Oxfordshire’s proposed apportionment is 17% (equivalent to 4.4 million tonnes over the 20-year period). The basis of this apportionment is considered to be generally sound and the proposal in the Draft Plan, that the apportionment be used as the basis of further testing at local level through the preparation of waste development frameworks, should be supported. 

Policy W7 – Waste Management Capacity Requirements

28. The county figures of amounts of waste to be managed and additional waste management capacity required have been updated in Policy W7 from what appeared in the Secretary of State’s Proposed Changes (August 2005). However, the Council is still concerned about the correctness of these figures.  Further work is currently being carried out for SEERA to establish more accurately the requirements for waste to be managed and the additional waste management capacity required in each county over the plan period. It should be made clear in the Plan that the county-level figures in Policy W7 and the related Table 1 are not fixed but that they are to be subject to regular review and updating and that they are for testing through the preparation of waste development frameworks.

Policy W13 – Landfill Requirements

29. Policy W13 on landfill requirements has been amended from the Proposed Changes to include county level figures for shortfall or surplus of landfill capacity between 2005 and 2015. For Oxfordshire it shows a surplus of permitted landfill capacity over the requirement for landfill, including imports from London. Further work is currently being carried out for SEERA to establish more accurately the requirements for waste to be managed and the additional waste management capacity required in each county over the plan period.  It should be made clear in the Plan that the county-level figures in Policy W13 are not fixed but that they are to be subject to regular review and updating (as indicated in paragraph 14.7) and that they are for testing through the preparation of waste development frameworks.

Policy W15 – Hazardous Waste

30. Policy W15 has been further amended to include guidance on particular regional and sub-regional hazardous waste management requirements that are seen as current priority needs. This should help further the formulation of policies and proposals in waste development frameworks and is therefore supported.

Policy W17 – Location of Waste Management Facilities

31. This policy has been amended to replace ‘proximity principle’ by ‘nearest appropriate location’.  This reflects a change in the wording of government policy in the new PPS10 ‘Planning for Sustainable Waste Management’, July 2005. However, the similarly worded last part of Policy M2 (on recycled and secondary aggregates) has not been amended in this way, and still refers to ‘proximity principle’.  There should be consistency of wording between these two policies.

Policy M1 – Sustainable Construction

32. Oxfordshire County Council strongly supports the objectives of Policy M1 to encourage sustainable construction practices.  However, it is concerned that there is inconsistency between Policies M1, M2 and M3, and in particular, that the objectives of Policy M1 will be undermined by the reduction in the target for use of secondary and recycled aggregates in Policy M2 and by the increase in the figures for sand and gravel provision in Policy M3 as compared with the March 2004 Proposed Alterations.

Policy M2 – Recycled and secondary aggregates

33. Oxfordshire County Council objects to the decrease in the 2016 target for use of secondary and recycled materials in the South East in Policy M2 to 7.7 mtpa, from 8.8 mtpa in the March 2004 Proposed Alterations.  The County Council believes this reduction will send out the wrong message about the importance of increasing supply of secondary and recycled materials in place of primary aggregates and will act to undermine the objectives of Policy M1 for encouraging sustainable construction practices.

34. The County Council supported previously the principle of including a sub-regional apportionment of alternative aggregates. Policy M2 includes such an apportionment. The figure for Oxfordshire is 0.9 million tonnes – 12% of the regional total, which is considered too high. While the Council supports the principle of including a sub-regional apportionment in Policy M2 it objects to the proposed apportionment figures because the figure for Oxfordshire is unjustifiably high. The apportionment methodology too little weight to arisings of construction and demolition waste and distribution of population, urban areas and future development.

35. The County Council believes that mineral planning authorities should be given the flexibility to consider their apportionments for primary aggregates and alternative aggregates together and be able to set off any increase in provision from alternative material sources with a corresponding decrease in primary aggregate provision.

36. See also comments on Policy W17 concerning the wording of the final part of Policy M2 on minerals recycling facilities in green belt and AONB.

Policy M3 – Primary aggregates

37. Oxfordshire County Council raised a strong objection to the proposed sand and gravel apportionment in policy M3 in the proposed changes to RPG9 on the following grounds:

(i) the proposed apportionment is essentially based on a backward-looking methodology, relying on past production, and does not adequately consider either the distribution of future demand for aggregates in the South East or the future supply capability of aggregate resource areas;

(ii) the resulting sand and gravel apportionment figure for Oxfordshire of1.82 mtpa represents a reduction of only 9% from the 1994 apportionment compared with a reduction of 20% in the regional total; and use of this apportionment methodology has produced an increase in the overall apportionment for Oxfordshire (sand and gravel plus crushed rock), in contrast to a reduction in the apportionment for every other mineral planning authority;

(iii) Oxfordshire, and in particular its main aggregate resource areas, lies at the periphery of the South East region and is poorly located in relation both to the three growth areas planned in the region (Thames Gateway, Ashford and Milton Keynes-South Midlands) and to London (the main export market for aggregates from the South East); to minimise transport impacts, aggregates provision to supply these areas should be made from resources closer than Oxfordshire;

(iv) the aggregate resources of Oxfordshire are substantially affected by environmental and other constraints which will limit the ability of the County to supply aggregates without significant harm being caused, in particular: Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty; the water environment of the valleys of the River Thames and its tributaries; and the nine airfield safeguarding zones affecting the county’s sand and gravel deposits; and

(v) a new aggregates apportionment should not be finalised until a full sustainability appraisal has been carried out as recommended by the Panel, taking into account the expected future distribution of aggregates demand and environmental and other constraints on supply in a consistent manner across the region.

38. The County Council believes that, if inclusion of a revised aggregates apportionment based on sustainability appraisal in the Proposed Changes and in the South East Plan to be submitted to the Government by SEERA is not possible within the timetables for these documents, then the Proposed Changes should include an interim sub-regional apportionment based on a pro rata 20% reduction for all counties in the sand and gravel apportionment figures (from the 1994 apportionment figures); and a new apportionment based on a full sustainability appraisal should be carries out as a matter of urgency and incorporated into the South East Plan at the earliest opportunity.  

39. This view is supported by the Examination in Public Panel Report, December 2004, paragraphs 11.2.4 – 11.2.8 and recommendation R11.3.  The Panel agreed with this authority that the three main factors that should influence the sub-regional apportionment are the geography of demand, supply issues and environmental constraints.  The need for a new apportionment methodology is also recognised in paragraph 11.35 of the Proposed Changes, where it acknowledges that the apportionment should be based on ‘an appraisal of future needs and the likely availability of materials, taking into account a more detailed analysis of environmental and other constraints’, rather than being ‘essentially derived from past rates of production’, and says SEERA should therefore keep the apportionment under review.

40. Oxfordshire County Council welcomes this statement in paragraph 11.35 of the Proposed Changes, but believes that it should be made much more strongly, to ensure that a new sub-regional sand and gravel apportionment methodology based on sustainability appraisal principles is devised and implemented as a matter of urgency.

41. This objection still stands.

Section D7: Countryside and Landscape Management

42. The Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) policy (C2) is inconsistent with the National Park policy (C1a). Policy C1a states that "High Priority" should be given to conserving and enhancing land within the New Forest National Park, whereas policy C2 only states that "Priority should be given to conservation and enhancement of natural beauty in the region's AONBs.."  This gives a misleading impression that National Parks have a higher status than AONBs in planning terms.  ‘National parks… and AONBs, have been confirmed by Government as having the highest status of protection in relation to landscape and scenic beauty’ (Paragraph 21, PPS7). 

43. The text of the draft Plan argues for special circumstances in the New Forest to reflect the high proportion of international nature conservation designations and the intense pressure that the area is under.  There are special circumstances in each but this does not warrant different policy approaches in the SE Plan.  The National Park policy will not just be taken on its own but will be looked at alongside other policies, including the AONB policy.  It would be preferable to have one policy for nationally designated landscapes, which is the approach in the regional spatial strategies for the South West and East of England.  Failing that, it is crucial that the policy for AONBs and National Parks are consistent and clear.

44. Policy C3 is a welcomed policy as it emphasises the value of landscape character assessment for framing of development policies and management regimes. The Oxfordshire Wildlife and Landscape Study (OWLS) was designated specifically for this purpose and will help influence the targeting of the new agri-environment schemes.  

Section D9: Town Centres

45. Policy TC2 correctly identifies Oxford and Banbury as important regional centres. However, Banbury should appear under secondary regional centres. It is not a regional hub in the same way that Oxford is, and as defined by Policy CC8b.

46. The commentary on the role of each sub-regional strategy area is welcomed. This supports Policy TC2 in identifying additional centres where new development will be required to meet new growth (ie Bicester and Didcot). Reference should be made to the redevelopment of the west end of Oxford which presents the most important opportunity in the centre of Oxford for decades (see reference to this in Section E7). The last sentence should be deleted from this part of the Plan. It sits incorrectly here. Oxford has pockets of deprivation that need to be addressed but these are not concentrated in the centre of Oxford. 

Map E7: Central Oxfordshire Sub-region (page 314) 

47. Regional Planning Committee 23 June 2005 resolved that the sub-regional boundary of Central Oxfordshire should be changed to include RAF Benson.  Map E7 needs to be amended to include the whole of the airbase.   

Monitoring

48. The South East Plan Monitoring Framework refers to the Assembly putting in place ‘enhanced arrangements for the supply and interpretation of planning data’ (paragraph 4.4). This includes a Monitoring Manual, on-line returns and longer-term, the ability to up-load and download data between authorities. Paragraph 5.4.3 could usefully refer to the role of the principal authorities in providing commentary on the delivery of the sub-regional strategies.   

ANNEX 2

OXFORDSHIRE COUNTY COUNCIL – 15 MARCH 2005 EXECUTIVE

Resolution on Agenda Item 8: REGIONAL PLANNING: SOUTH EAST PLAN 

RESOLVED to:

(a)
endorse the comments in paragraphs 25 to 59 of the report on the basis that it was subject to consideration by full Council, and in particular to represent to SEERA, and as appropriate to the Government, that:

(i) on the evidence provided to date, there was not considered to be a convincing case for development above current RPG9 levels; a significant proportion of any housing provided should be affordable; 

(ii) sustainable communities in the sub-region could be achieved only if the current infrastructure shortfall was addressed by additional direct government funding before any further development took place: further infrastructure requirements to support additional development should be fully funded, in part by additional direct government funding, and in place either in advance of or in parallel with development; 

(iii) the average rate of development in Oxfordshire should not exceed the rate in the Structure Plan review to 2016 and the Plan should include flexibility to reduce the rate of development after 2016 to reflect economic and other uncertainties; 

(iv) this Council reserved its position on the amount of housing to be located in Central Oxfordshire pending completion of the work that the Central Oxfordshire Steering Group was doing on options for housing distribution in the sub-region; 

(v) the preferred strategy for further development in central Oxfordshire should be that outlined in Option A in the South East Plan consultation draft; 

(vi)
the boundaries of sub-regions should be reconsidered in the light of the consultants’ work, commissioned by SEERA, on sub-regional housing markets; 

(vii)
SEERA should review the cross boundary issues and working arrangements with adjoining regions; 

(b) authorise the Director for Environment & Economy, in consultation with the Executive Members for Sustainable Development and Transport, to submit detailed comments on policies and proposals in the Draft South East Plan to SEERA.

ANNEX 3

South East Plan Statement of Policy and Preferred Spatial Strategy

The core Statement of Policy is proposed as follows:

2.2.1
The South East is a region of economic opportunity and enterprise, with an especially varied and attractive countryside and a perceived high quality of life. But it is also a region with considerable social inequalities, environmental conflicts and development tensions. Over the period to 2026, the Assembly and its partners intend to nurture and enhance the region’s assets, maintain its high quality of life, increase its prosperity and meet its reasonable needs through a sustainable programme of more intensive management, increased efficiency of resource use and increased adaptation and mitigation. This strategic combination is intended to provide for a substantial programme of housing development and economic growth, phased and closely related to the availability of infrastructure and associated services. The overall result of the Plan will be a healthier region, a more sustainable pattern of development, a dynamic and robust economy, a reduced level of social exclusion, a more bio-diverse environment and a reducing level of natural resource consumption.

2.2.2
The region will remain a key international gateway and a pillar of the UK economy, maintaining strong links with London and a considerable degree of mutual interdependence. The linkages with other English regions will grow.

2.2.3
Within the region, a particular emphasis will be placed on means to reduce present economic and social disparities between the east and west of the region, including the successful regeneration of the Thames Gateway, coastal towns and cities in East Kent and East Sussex, and the Isle of Wight.

2.2.4
Adequate land and property for business, housing and other services will be required and measures to achieve adequate provision forms part of this Plan. Delivery will need to be planned at both the regional and sub-regional level. At a regional level, the pace of growth will vary over the Plan period.

2.2.5
To fulfil the Strategy, public bodies will need to give greater emphasis to land and resource management and pursue creative programmes.

2.2.6
The scale of development proposed is crucially dependent on the timely delivery of infrastructure. The Assembly looks to the Government to create greater assurance and confidence in that regard and to establish a national and regional framework that will enable the Assembly and its regional and local partners to agree creative local solutions to assist the successful implementation of the Plan. 

The Preferred Spatial Strategy is to: 

(i) Promote the sustainable development of communities in all parts of the South East, urban and rural.

(ii) Ensure that development only takes place when necessary infrastructure is available or will be provided in time. 

(iii) Provide an urban emphasis for development with support for the concept of ‘urban renaissance’.

(iv) Provide for appropriate rural development to support the maintenance of thriving, mixed communities

(v) Address intra-regional economic and social disparities.

(vi) Support agreed proposals for strategically significant housing and economic development in existing Growth Areas (Thames Gateway, Ashford, Milton Keynes/Aylesbury Vale) and in South Hampshire.

(vii) Facilitate the implementation of strategies for other defined sub-regional and special policy areas.

(viii) Support continued economic growth in ways that minimise additional pressures on limited land and labour resources, particularly in the most heavily constrained parts of the region.

(ix) Protect and enhance the region’s key environmental, cultural and heritage assets, particularly those that are formally designated as being of international, national or regional importance; and

(x) Continue to use existing Green Belt designations as key tools for controlling urban growth at the regional level.

� Regional policies for waste and minerals were the subject of an EiP in November 2004. The Panel’s report followed in December 2004.  The Secretary of State’s Proposed Changes were published in August 2005.  In spring 2006 the Secretary of State was expected to issue alterations to RPG9 for waste and minerals but these have not yet been published. 


�Part of recommendations agreed by 15 March 2005 Executive and sent to SEERA as part of comments on the first consultation draft.


� Sustainable Communities: Building for the Future, Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, February 2003


� 2003-based Household Projections, Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, March 2006 


� South East Counties, The Cost and Funding of Growth in South East England. Final report’, Roger Tym and Partners, June 2005


� House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee, ‘Sustainable Housing: A Follow-Up report. Fifth report of Session 2005-06’ March 2006 


� Section B, Paragraph 7.4.1 
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