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EXECUTIVE - 15 MARCH 2005

REGIONAL PLANNING: SOUTH EAST PLAN
Executive Summary of Report by Proteus Public Relations Ltd on their Facilitation of the County Council’s Local Consultation on the SEERA Draft Plan

Background

Proteus was retained by Oxfordshire County Council (OCC) to facilitate group discussion at five consultation meetings on the content of the SEERA South East Plan. The consultation meetings were organised by OCC in association with the five district councils within Oxfordshire, and were held from 7-9pm on five evenings between 8th and 24th February 2005.

The meetings followed a set pattern with presentations on the SEERA South East Plan and on OCC's response. This was then followed by breaking the meeting into small group discussions where every attendee was encouraged to put their views across and have them recorded on flip charts or on individual note pads. The meetings ended with feedback on the group discussions and a summary of themes given by Proteus. Attendees were also given feedback forms on which they could add additional comments about the process and the plan itself.

As well as facilitating the group discussions, Proteus was asked to produce this summary report of the main findings of the meetings, together with an overall summary. Proteus believes that it was also important that everyone attending had an opportunity to have his or her views recorded and presented with the report. Therefore, Proteus has included an extensive appendix which includes every flip chart and note that was written down in the meetings. 

Although Proteus has endeavoured to present all comments given, a few comments were not legible and could not be included.

Overall summary

More than 300 people attended the meetings, often with varied opinions. However, a number of common themes can be seen in the opinions expressed and feedback gathered from the five meetings. As would be expected, there were also a number of areas where opinions were divided both within specific meetings and between the meetings at different locations.

Probably the most prevalent view expressed at every meeting, and the one which was expressed most strongly, concerned the legitimacy and role of SEERA as the organisation tasked with planning development across the region. It was felt that the organisation is un-elected and un-democratic and that the locally elected councils are better placed to take development decisions and are more accountable to local people. These views were particularly strongly expressed at the meeting in Oxford and those where there was no SEERA representative present.

From the feedback gained, it is clear that many people see Oxfordshire as a rural community and not part of the South East region. There is a feeling that the county has more in common with Wiltshire and Gloucestershire, and that the needs of Kent and Sussex are not the same as those of Oxfordshire.

Overall, there was strong opposition to development as a whole. Across the five meetings, there was no clear consensus as to where any development should take place. Of the views expressed, probably the most commonly held was that, if development was required, it should be distributed across the county.

One point made numerous times at all the meetings was that there is a need for more affordable housing for both local young people as well as key workers. It was also agreed that infrastructure must be established before any housing development.

Across all the meetings, concerns were raised about the quality of the existing infrastructure, especially the road network and public transport links. It was commonly agreed that these were in need of upgrade and investment to cope more effectively with current population and traffic levels, without the added pressure of future development.

The A34, as one of the major arteries through the region, was singled out as a cause for concern. The need for an East-West rail link to reduce pressure on road traffic was also a commonly expressed view. Opinions were however divided by the desires of some to encourage more sustainable forms of development, encouraging working at, or nearer, home, thereby reducing the commuter levels on the region’s transport networks.

The use of brownfield sites before any development on greenfield sites or in the Green Belt, was an almost unanimously expressed view, as was opposition to the development of any new towns.

It was felt that decisions on development at this scale should be taken at national rather than regional level, as they depend on the dynamics of the whole country. Many people saw a need to encourage development and economic growth in regions beyond the South East, thereby helping to improve prosperity in ‘less well off regions’, whilst taking some of the pressure off the South East.

Questions were also raised about the quality and reliability of the data provided within the Plan developed by SEERA. The ability to predict the region's requirements over a 20 year timescale were also questioned, often in the context of how well we could have predicted the last 20 years.

A number of people expressed a level of scepticism about the ‘value’ of the consultation meetings as a whole, and whether any of the views expressed would be ‘taken into account’. There was some criticism of the process employed for the meetings with some people wanting more time for open debate and questioning of the panel. Others felt the questions used to structure the group debates were restrictive or skewed. However, the feedback forms suggested that the majority found the sessions useful, well facilitated and that overall the meetings met their expectations.

Finally, the key points expressed at most meetings can be summarised as:

· Concern about the loss of local control on planning development

· Concerns about the rights of SEERA to implement this plan 

· The need to remember Oxfordshire is an exceptionally beautiful rural county with poor infrastructure

· New infrastructure (not just roads) should be put in place before major housing was delivered

· All brownfield sites should be used before greenfield sites or the Greenbelt

· The need for more affordable housing, although the location of any new housing appeared to depend upon where attendees lived - there was however a lot of support for dispersed housing distribution

· Many people recognised that if the SEERA data was accurate, there would need to be a change in the development process, but that any major planning should involve strategy agreed at a national level with local control of implementation.
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