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REGIONAL PLANNING: SOUTH EAST PLAN

Report by Head of Sustainable Development

Introduction

1. The South East England Regional Assembly (SEERA) is consulting the public on the draft South East Plan. The consultation period is from 24 January to 15 April 2005. The draft Plan does not contain individual district housing allocations.  Further work is needed to produce these.  Following this work, which may be subject to some further consultation, the Regional Assembly aims to submit the Plan to the Secretary of State in November.  He will undertake further consultation and hold a public examination. The Government hopes that the Plan will be adopted in 2006. A copy of the plan is in the Members’ Resource Centre.  A copy of the Executive Summary has been sent to all Members.  

2. The County Council has been leading consultation locally on the Plan and five public debates have been held with the assistance of Proteus, a firm of communication consultants.  General concerns expressed at the debates covered the timescale for preparation of the Plan; the legitimacy of SEERA; questioning of the concentration of development in the South East; and the need for sustainable development supported by appropriate infrastructure.  There was a mix of views on where new development should be located.  The consultant’s report on comments made at the debates will be placed in the Members’ Resource Centre when received.  The consultant’s summary will be circulated when received.

3. This report focuses on the key issues addressed by the draft South East Plan, including housing options for the region and issues in relation to the sub regional elements of the Plan that relate to Oxfordshire. It is recommended that  comments on specific policies in the Plan are delegated to the Director for Environment & Economy in consultation with the Executive Members for Sustainable Development and Transport.

4. The County Council considered a report on regional planning in November 2004.  The resolution of the County Council is attached at Annex 1.

The South East Plan

5. The South East Plan will guide development in the region up 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. 

6. The draft Plan’s vision is that there should be sustained improvement in the quality of life in the South East by 2026 measured in terms of social well being, the economy, environment and management of the region’s natural resources.

7. The core strategy in the draft Plan intends to provide for a substantial programme of housing development and economic growth phased and closely related to the availability of infrastructure. It emphasises the region’s key international and inter regional role, and aims for a reduction in economic and social disparities between the east and west of the region and with other regions.  The strategy envisages strong and sustained economic growth at a rate of 3% per annum.

8. The Plan places considerable importance on adequate infrastructure and notes that too often investment has lagged behind development, or in some cases has not happened. The Assembly now expects to see more specific commitment and assurance by Government about infrastructure investment and to establish a national and regional framework to achieve the successful implementation of the Plan. The Assembly say that the overall scale of development in the submitted Plan will be conditional upon progress in developing a concordat with Government on the issue. The draft Plan includes a draft implementation Plan which seeks to identify the mechanisms required to deliver the Plan.  

9. Sub–regions are identified in the Plan including two which cover parts of Oxfordshire - Central Oxfordshire, and the Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley (Plan A).  These are identified as areas of economic opportunity where the draft Plan suggests planned provision needs to reflect potential and the development needs arising from economic expansion.

10. The Plan also identifies areas where a particular focus on regeneration is required and includes Oxford amongst them.

11. The draft Plan does not put forward a preferred scale of development or distribution pattern. Options for Central Oxfordshire and the rest of Oxfordshire are included in the draft Plan. 

12. The draft Plan asks for views on three levels of housing growth (between 2006 and 2026) for the region:

· 25,500 homes a year  - the average over the last 5 years

· 28,000 homes a year  - about the same level as achieved last year

· 32,000 homes a year - reflecting forecasts of demand and migration.

13. The Plan suggests there is a strong case for increasing the pace and scale of development to 2016; and that for the following five years to 2021 that scale of growth might be maintained with a reducing rate in the last five years of the plan to reflect economic uncertainty and the long term impacts of Government regional policy.  Lower levels of growth are seen to bring relatively modest infrastructure requirements and probably less environmental impact but being unlikely to meet forecast housing demand and potentially inhibiting growth in labour supply. Conversely growth at the highest level is seen as more likely to meet housing demands and provide for higher rates of economic growth, but will place more pressure on environmental resources.

14. Development in the region is to be focused on and around urban areas. SEERA are consulting on two options for the future distribution of housing in the South East:

(i) Continuation of existing policy – essentially a roll forward of the pattern of development established in existing regional planning guidance.

(ii) Sharper focus – placing more emphasis on a combination of areas requiring regeneration and areas with notable economic potential.

15. SEERA’s options for housing growth in the Central Oxfordshire sub-region and the rest of Oxfordshire are shown in the following table:


Option (i)

Continuation of Existing Policy

(dwellings per annum)
Option (ii)

Sharper Focus

(dwellings per annum)
Current RPG9  annual rate
Structure Plan 2016 annual rate
Annual building rate 1996-2004


Low
Medium
High
Low
Medium
High
-
-
-

Central Oxfordshire
1300
1500
1700
1400
1600
1900
-
-
1460

Rest of Oxfordshire*
700
800
900
300
300
400
-
-
670

Oxfordshire*
2000
2300
2600
1700
1900
2300
2430
2487
2130

*Excluding a part of South Oxfordshire which is in the Western Corridor sub-region. 

16. The section on the Central Oxfordshire Sub-Region invites comment also on higher levels of up to RPG9 plus 25% (2,000 dwellings per annum in Central Oxfordshire).

17. The draft Plan does not include district housing provisions. The County Council has been asked by SEERA to prepare housing distribution options for the Central Oxfordshire sub-region. Similar work has been commissioned for the part of South Oxfordshire within the Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley sub-region and the parts of Oxfordshire outside the sub-regions. The options will then be considered by the Regional Planning Committee and the Assembly, prior to submission to the Secretary of State.

18. The Plan contains “cross cutting” policies - including policies on climate change; resource use; inter-regional connectivity; use of public land; infrastructure and implementation; and green belt. On this last point, the plan states that existing green belts will be retained and sees no need for any strategic review of green belt within the region.  The Regional Transport Strategy as published by the Secretary of State in July 2004 forms the basis of transport policies in the Plan. The policies in the Plan aim to create the necessary framework for phasing infrastructure and land release.

19. On the economy, the focus of the Plan is to identify the underlying economic drivers and to exploit untapped potential in all parts of the region.  Policies include the promotion of regionally significant and locally important sectors and clusters; and the provision of sufficient employment land to promote continued sustainable growth.

20. The Plan places special emphasis on the provision of a significantly increased supply of affordable housing in the region. It includes an overall target that 40% of all new housing should be affordable.

21. A section in the Plan on strategic water resources says that a small number of strategic new reservoirs are likely to be needed in the region and that an Upper Thames Reservoir could be required.

22. The Plan outlines two options on the location of housing in the Central Oxfordshire sub-region:

(A)
Development at larger settlements beyond the green belt with growth focused at Bicester and Didcot;

(B)
Urban extensions to Oxford, including development in the Oxford green belt.

23. The Plan seeks views on the two options and a hybrid of the two.  Policies in section E7 of the Plan on Central Oxfordshire reflect the County Council’s preferred strategy and policies that were submitted to the Assembly by the County Council in Autumn 2004.

24. The Plan identifies the key issue facing the Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley sub-region as how the economic buoyancy of the area and its quality of life may be maintained having regard to growth already planned at Heathrow, the very tight labour and housing markets in the area, growing levels of in commuting, and pressure on water, transport and community infrastructure. Oxfordshire has been represented on the officer and member groups that have been looking at the sub region.

Comment by Head of Sustainable Development

25. My comments in this report focus on key issues in the Plan as a whole and for Oxfordshire in particular. Further work to examine the detail of the Plan is underway with officers in other local authorities as the consultation exercise proceeds. For example, officers from different county, unitary and district authorities are critically examining the (very lengthy) plan to see whether parts of its content might be better dealt with in other documents such as government policy statements or omitted altogether (see also para 27).  It is recommended that detailed comments on policies and text be delegated to the Director for Environment & Economy in consultation with the Executive Members for Sustainable Development and Transport.

26. In the long list of issues that the plan seeks to address it is notable that the issue of the governance structure responsible for drafting and implementing the plan is not mentioned. Given that the plan seeks to provide a shared framework for the region, concerns about the need to ensure effective delivery of the Plan, and the fact that the legitimacy of SEERA and therefore the Plan itself is routinely called into question this is an issue that should be highlighted and linked through to the implementation plan.

27. The draft plan is much longer than current Regional Planning Guidance (RPG9). Given its length and complexity it is questionable whether it will provide effective and accessible strategic guidance for the region. The Assembly should be encouraged to consider carefully whether the range of policies and level of detail is appropriate.  The final strategy should be a much shorter and more focussed document.

28. The core strategy is very wordy and mixes elements of vision, strategy and context. It should be simplified to focus on the key elements of the strategy. The link in the strategy between development and the provision of infrastructure is to be welcomed, but should be considerably strengthened.

29. The core strategy intends to provide for a substantial programme of housing development and economic growth against a background which recognises the South East as a region of economic opportunity and enterprise, with a varied and attractive countryside and high quality of life.  I am concerned about the overall emphasis on growth in the Plan and the ability of the region to deliver a sustainable programme of development which accords with the vision of a sustained improvement in the quality of life in the South East over the period to 2026.  There are clear and developing concerns at the national, regional and local levels about government policy for the regions, the focus of development in the South East and about the potential impacts of development including on the environment, transport infrastructure, water and other natural resources.  Continuing economic growth at the levels envisaged in the Plan is likely to result in significant increases in traffic, water demand and air pollution.  A number of sources recently have expressed their concerns that the government’s approach to regional development appears to take inadequate account of such issues, or indeed of the government’s own sustainable development strategy; examples include the report commissioned by Defra on the Barker report, the recent report of the Environmental Audit Committee, and the recent work by IPPR on development in the South East.

30. There is a tension between the identification of the region as a key international gateway and pillar of the UK economy and the issue of linkages with other regions and the assertion that over the period of the Plan economic and social disparities with other regions will have lessened.  

31. Similarly there is tension in the Plan seeking a significant reduction in economic and social disparities between different parts of the region with the apparent emphasis on growth in the west of the region.  This element of the Plan needs to be clarified.  I am concerned about the way in which areas of economic opportunity including Central Oxfordshire are described as areas where planned provision needs to reflect potential and the development needs arising from economic expansion. This could be interpreted as the designation of the area as a growth area and does not reflect the approach that is being pursued through the Oxfordshire Structure Plan – that of building on the area’s economic strengths whilst seeking to protect the environment and quality of life. The Plan says it is for further debate how far and in what way potentials are realised in spatial and development terms.  However, I think if the Plan is to identify areas of economic opportunity it must be clearly related to the Plan’s vision of achieving steady and sustainable levels of growth, capitalising on the region’s strengths and opportunities to increase productivity; and to the core strategy for Central Oxfordshire (in section E7 of the Plan) which was proposed by the County Council.

32. There are frequent references in the draft Plan to the provision of infrastructure including a reference in the core strategy to timely delivery. The provision of infrastructure is a primary concern for Oxfordshire and other South East Counties.  Detailed work is being undertaken for the South East counties which will be submitted to the Assembly and will help inform the development of the Implementation Plan.

33. The County Council has expressed previously to SEERA its serious concerns about the need to address both the shortfall in existing infrastructure and provision to meet development that is planned already and the need to ensure that further requirements are fully funded .The emphasis that the Assembly have given to this issue is to be welcomed. However, SEERA and Government need to ensure that the aspirations expressed in the Plan are delivered.

34. The options that are being consulted include the level of housing growth currently being planned for as well as higher and lower levels.  The consideration of the most appropriate level of housing growth takes place against a background of widespread concerns about infrastructure and affordable housing and the lack of convincing evidence that the Government will be able to fund infrastructure even for growth that is planned already; potential environmental and other impacts of development; the need to develop sustainable communities; and the overall direction of government policy for the regions.

35. RPG9 provides for about 28,000 dwellings per year.  Additional development being planned for in the regional growth areas under the Sustainable Communities Plan takes this to about 29,500 dwellings per year.  At the same time average building rates in the region have been lagging behind the requirements in RPG9, although there has been some upturn in the last year or so.

36. Demographic and economic forecasts by SEERA suggest a need for an average of at least 32,000 homes each year (the lower of two demographic forecasts prepared for SEERA based on migration trends over the last ten years).  

37. Population forecasts, and their effect on housing requirements, need to be treated with great caution.  Some aspects of population change (more elderly people, fewer young children) are relatively easy to project, but translating this into a housing requirement is complicated by the fact that household formation is itself affected by the level of housing supply.  In-migration is even more difficult to forecast and risks becoming a circular exercise.  Migration levels will be affected by housing supply, by economic growth and by the labour intensity of industries in the region, all of which are matters to be considered in the planning process not ‘givens’ from which population figures should be projected.  Previous experience also shows that it is dangerous to extrapolate previous levels of migration or economic growth, both of which can be volatile and affected by factors well beyond the South East.

38. As discussed below, I see no reason for the Council to depart from its previously stated position on the appropriate level of growth at the sub-regional level.  Applying the same logic to levels of growth at the regional level suggests a cautious approach should be adopted.

39. The urban focus of the Plan is generally to be welcomed and is consistent with policies in the Oxfordshire Structure Plan.  

40. The draft Plan invites comment on two options for the distribution of development.  There is a lack of clarity about the basis for the spatial options and I have significant concerns about the underlying methodology which has been used to produce the housing options.

41. I see no clear case for continuing with a housing distribution based on existing policy in RPG9.  The distribution in the Plan should reflect the overall vision and direction of the core strategy of the plan.

42. I think there is some merit in redirecting the strategy broadly along the lines of the “sharper focus” option.  However, the overall aim of the option and the balance to be achieved between the regeneration areas and faster growing parts of the region needs to be clearly spelt out.  There is a need to clarify also the balance to be struck in the areas of economic potential between providing for economic development and maintaining environmental assets and quality of life (see paragraph 31).

43. The methodology underlying the “sharper focus” option is unclear.  For example, the technical note on spatial options does not refer to areas of regeneration or economic potential which are the basis of the option; and settlements above 10,000 population appear to be treated with equal weight.  Concerns about infrastructure provision and environmental impacts do not appear to have been addressed in the option.  Adjustments to take account of green belt have not been applied to all areas (this includes Central Oxfordshire). 

44. The effect of the sharper focus option for Oxfordshire, compared to the option of continuing with existing strategy, is to reduce the overall amount of housing that is proposed in the three housing options (see paragraph 15).  For Central Oxfordshire, the overall share of the housing that is proposed in each of the three regional options is increased and would focus more of the housing in Oxfordshire in the core area where jobs are concentrated.  However, the suggested provisions for the other parts of Oxfordshire appear unrealistic in that they would provide for only a very limited amount of housing across a wide area which includes Banbury, Thame, Carterton and some of the smaller towns.

45. The options for housing growth for Oxfordshire (excluding a small part of South Oxfordshire – see paragraph 15) range between 1700 and 2600 dwellings per annum between 2006 and 2026 compared to an average rate of 2430 dwellings per annum in RPG9 and an actual annual average build rate of 2130 between 1996 and 2004. 

46. For Oxfordshire as a whole, demographic projections produced for SEERA suggest that the dwelling requirement falls somewhere between 1700 and 3,000 each year based on long and short-term migration assumptions respectively. No allowance is made in projections for the backlog of housing need (which the Plan says is concentrated in a number of larger urban areas including Oxford).

47. The County Council in October advised SEERA that new development in Oxfordshire should not exceed the rate of development contained in the Structure Plan Review for the South East Plan period 2001 to 2026 (see Annex 1).

48. Oxfordshire is planning already to provide slightly more dwellings (2487 p.a.) to 2016 than the current RPG rate. Only one of the options that SEERA are consulting on (see paragraph 15) suggests a higher rate of housing provision for Oxfordshire as a whole.  All three options under the “sharper focus” option suggest less than RPG9.  There is a pressing need to address infrastructure and affordable housing requirements within the context of planned house building to 2016.   I think that there is no clear basis for suggesting that the County Council should change its view from that expressed in November 2004.  After 2016 the Plan should provide flexibility to reduce rates of development to reflect economic and other uncertainties (see paragraph 13).

49. The Council has stated that the number of dwellings to be provided for in Central Oxfordshire should not exceed 1,600 per annum (see Annex 1).  I think the Council should reserve its position pending the completion of work that SEERA has commissioned the County Council to undertake with the district councils and other partners to identify options for district housing distribution .This work, together with the similar exercise for the Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley sub-region, will consider in more detail the possible distribution of housing between Central Oxfordshire and the other parts of Oxfordshire.  

50. The Plan says that the regeneration designation, which covers Oxford, should be more focused on the coastal towns and other parts of the region with clusters of deprivation compared to existing guidance.  I am concerned that the designation of Oxford as a regeneration area does not sit easily with the fact that Oxford is at the centre of a sub-region with considerable economic potential.  Linking it with the poorer coastal areas would be wrong given its far greater prosperity.  It may be more appropriate for the Plan to distinguish between those areas with more widespread regeneration issues and those such as Oxford where problems are more localised.  For example, there is a clear regeneration need in the West End of Oxford which the Plan could usefully recognise.  In any event further development at Oxford should be contingent on major investment in infrastructure particularly that which improves access to the centre by public transport; this includes things such as E-W rail, and the expansion/relocation of Oxford station.

51. The recognition of the widespread problem of affordability and the special emphasis on the provision of a significantly increased supply of affordable housing is to be welcomed.  The following Agenda item covers the Regional Housing Strategy which sets out a framework for allocating resources to support the provision of affordable housing.

52. That report refers to sub-regional housing markets (see Plan B) and the position of Banbury in relation to the Oxfordshire sub-region.  When I reported to the Executive in October 2004 on the Central Oxfordshire sub-regional strategy I suggested (as had the consultants, DTZ Pieda) that SEERA might wish to consider amending the boundary of the central Oxfordshire sub-region to correspond more closely with that for the sub-regional housing market area.  SEERA have not so far responded to this and should be asked again to consider it.  

53. On the overall policy for affordable housing I am concerned that the policy is over prescriptive in setting out regional targets for social rented housing (25%) and other forms of accommodation (10-15%) although I think an overall regional target is to be welcomed. 

54. On transport there are a number of detailed comments that we will work up as part of our overall comments on policies in the Plan.  These include the need to be more explicit in linking investment in the transport system to delivery of the Plan’s development strategy and to addressing the infrastructure backlog; and the need to identify transport investment priorities for the sub-regions indicating how they will deliver relevant regional and sub-regional policies.

55. On water resources the draft Plan says that local authorities should work with the water companies and the Environment Agency in agreeing need, location and timing for the development of new strategic water resources, particularly reservoirs, and that local development documents should safeguard land identified for reservoir development and other uses.  I am concerned about the emphasis that is put on the local authorities agreeing need which requires detailed consideration in the wider regional context.  I think that the draft policy could be firmer along the lines of policy in the structure plan which includes reference to major new reservoirs being permitted only if a proven need is established.

56. In October 2004 I reported to the Executive on the work that had been undertaken by the Central Oxfordshire Steering Group to develop a strategy for the Central Oxfordshire sub-region. The Executive endorsed my recommendation that the preferred strategy for further development in central Oxfordshire should be as outlined in Option A, development of larger settlements beyond the green belt, subject to caveats about the provision of infrastructure and the rate of growth not exceeding that in existing regional planning guidance. In this context the Assembly’s reference in the core strategy to a polycentric pattern of development and view that there is no case for any strategic review of green belt within the region is to be welcomed.  The option for major extensions to Oxford would clearly be inconsistent with the policy on green belts.

57. On the Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley key issues for Oxfordshire are about how the imbalance between employment and housing provision in the Corridor as a whole is to be addressed, the amount of housing that might be proposed for South Oxfordshire as part of the work on options for a district housing distribution, and whether the Plan is to say anything about the issue of a third Thames crossing. A detailed implementation plan for the sub-region is to be developed which will identify the infrastructure needed to support development.

58. The part of South Oxfordshire that is in the sub-region is primarily within the Chilterns Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.  The draft Plan submitted to Government should therefore propose no more than very limited housing development in this part of the sub-region.

59. Oxfordshire adjoins three other regions:  the South West, West Midlands and East Midlands.  Strong concerns have been expressed in the public consultation meetings, particularly in the south west of the county that inter regional issues have not been adequately addressed and that there appears to be a lack of clarity and co-ordination between regions.  There are particular concerns about the possible implications of growth at Swindon for adjoining parts of Oxfordshire.  SEERA needs to ensure effective working arrangements with adjoining authorities.

RECOMMENDATIONS

60. The Executive is RECOMMENDED to :

(a) endorse the comments in paragraphs  25 to 59 of the report on the basis that it is 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 is not considered to be a convincing case for development above current RPG9 levels;

(ii) sustainable communities in the sub-region can be achieved only if the current infrastructure shortfall is addressed before any further development takes place: further infrastructure requirements to support additional development should be fully funded 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 reserves its position on the amount of housing to be located in Central Oxfordshire pending completion of the work that the Central Oxfordshire Steering Group is 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.

CHRIS COUSINS

Head of Sustainable Development

Background papers: Nil

Contact officer:
Ian Walker, telephone 01865 815588

March 2005

ANNEX 1

COUNTY COUNCIL – 2 NOVEMBER 2004

RESOLVED:  to endorse the Executive’s submission to SEERA subject to the following amendments:

i. to emphasise the need for affordable housing in the light of the area’s economic strengths;

ii. that in paragraph 16 of the report the words “uniquely varied and beautiful villages and town centres” be inserted after the words “natural beauty”;

iii. that “facilities for waste treatment and disposal” be added to the infrastructure requirements listed in Annex 5 to the report;

iv. that paragraph (a)(2) of the Executive’s resolution be amended to read as follows:-

1. it be emphasised to SEERA that sustainable communities in the sub-region can be achieved only if the current infrastructure shortfall is addressed by additional direct Government funding and further infrastructure requirements to support additional development are fully funded and in part by direct Government funding.

EXECUTIVE – 19 OCTOBER 2004

RESOLVED:  that:

a. this report be forwarded to SEERA, on the basis that it was subject to consideration and comment by full Council, and in relation to central Oxfordshire:

1. SEERA be advised that new development in Oxfordshire should not exceed the rate of development contained in the Structure Plan Review 2001/2016 (RPG9 – 2,430 houses per annum) for the South East plan period 2001/2026 and the proportion to be located in the central Oxfordshire sub-region for 2016/2026 should not exceed 1,600 houses per annum, which over the 20 year period to 2026, will add 48,600 dwellings to the County’s housing stock;

2. it be emphasised to SEERA that sustainable communities in the sub-region would be achieved only if the current infrastructure shortfall was addressed and further infrastructure requirements to support additional development were fully funded;

3. subject to that, SEERA be advised that the preferred strategy for further development in central Oxfordshire should be that outlined in Option A in the report (Development of Larger Settlements beyond the Green Belt); and

4. the content of Annex 6 be recommended to SEERA as a sub-regional strategy and policies for central Oxfordshire.

b. in relation to the sub-regional strategies for Swindon, the Western Corridor/Blackwater Valley and Milton Keynes/Aylesbury the position set out in Annex 7 to the report be noted;

c. to set up a Regional Plan Reference Group to advise it on regional and sub-regional strategy matters as set out in paragraph 86 of the report.
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