RESPONDANT NUMBER (715)

Matter 1A: Vision and Objectives

CUMBRIA COUNTY COUNCIL (SDL/CUCC/1)


Questions:

(i) Are the overall vision and objectives in the draft RSS appropriate, and do they adequately cover the characteristics and issues of the whole region?

(ii) Does the draft RSS provide an appropriate, realisable and sustainable strategy for the region, having particular regard to national objectives/policy, key strategic issues and factors influencing change?

Answers:

(i) Cumbria County Council is concerned that the ‘Vision’ concentrates on urban regeneration within the City Regions, and there is insufficient regard given to the needs of the sub-regions elsewhere, such as in Cumbria. Equally there is no mention of the contribution that rural areas can make to the overall growth in the North West.

The County Council considers that the introductory section of the RSS still fails to adequately refer to Cumbria, and the need for transformational social and economic change within the County. Cumbria is only 1 of 4 sub-regions in the European Union 25 showing absolute decline in GDP between the years 1995 – 2003. The other three sub-regions were in the Czechoslovakian Republic and Berlin, Germany [Source: Cumbria Economic Intelligence Partnership Bulletin March 2004 & EU Eurostat Information: 3rd Progress Report on Economic and Social Cohesion (2005)].

There is no mention of the need to raise local incomes and GVA in Cumbria to a level commensurate with the rest of the region, through a sustainable level and pattern of development that creates balanced communities and meets need. The trend has been towards relative decline in GVA in Cumbria compared against the rest of the region, and this decline has to be turned round. 

In-migration into parts of the County, largely of retirees, is still a factor contributing to a rising population in some Cumbrian districts, namely South Lakeland and Eden Districts (See Statement Document Refs: SDL/CUCC/37, SDL/CUCC/38 & SDL/CUCC/39). There is also no mention of the particular problems facing the sparse rural areas of Cumbria, and that poor accessibility in isolated communities is not the only issue to be addressed in sparse rural areas. Other matters affecting rural areas include for example: the lack of affordable housing; poor accessibility to a range of suitable employment opportunities; the need to increase GVA and local incomes; the need to diversify local rural economies against a declining agricultural sector (especially in the uplands); and to make local communities more sustainable and cohesive in terms of the provision of local services such as sufficient levels of schools, health provision and shopping. We would point out in this context that Cumbria has 3 of the 4 Indicator Districts in the North West identified in DEFRA’s PSA4 as ‘lagging districts’. 

With regard to West Cumbria, it is considered that there is a need to emphasise the rebuilding of West Cumbria post nuclear decommissioning economy, and it is considered there is merit in referring to West Cumbria as a ‘Priority Area for Regeneration’, and for this to be identified as a key issue with strands of urban regeneration and rural regeneration woven through the various subject policies. The matter can then be re-enforced in the sub-regional policy framework for Cumbria in Part 4 of the draft RSS. 

Reference should also be made in the RSS Strategy to the need to cater for the provisions of the forthcoming West Cumbria Masterplan, which is will be prepared under the direction of the SoS for the DTI. An initial consultation document aimed at community discussion on the issues affecting West Cumbria has recently been published by the West Cumbria Strategic Forum - “A Prospectus for Change” (Statement Documents Ref: SDL/CUCC/46), which aims to initiate work on the Masterplan, and sets out the economic and social circumstances within West Cumbria. 

These issues are not adequately picked up in the policy treatments, nor is there any indication as to how those problems and issues facing Cumbria could be addressed.

It is therefore recommended that wording should be included in the Strategy section of RSS that reflects the ‘Vision for Cumbria’ as outlined in the adopted Cumbria and Lake District Joint Structure Plan 2001-2016, JSP Policy ST1 and the text to paragraph 2.2 in the Strategy section (See Core Document Ref CU1a & CU1b), and the Introduction to the Cumbria Strategic Partnership’s Sub-Regional Spatial Strategy 2004-2024 (Statement Document Ref SDL/CUCC/36). These documents describe the transformational change that is considered necessary in the County.

(ii) Cumbria County Council considers it is important that the RSS identifies the different social, economic and environmental characteristics within Cumbria. For example, whilst there is overall population decline in West Cumbria & Furness, there is slight population growth elsewhere largely due to in-migration within South and East Cumbria. All of the County has relatively low growth in GVA.

Equally, there is insufficient suitable and readily available employment land generally within areas such as South Lakeland and in other districts for high quality business parks. In areas such as Barrow, Copeland and Allerdale, there is a relatively high level of allocated general employment land, albeit brownfield, which may be difficult to realize without significant public intervention. This is due to the relatively high development costs and the market conditions in the locations concerned. It is considered that the RSS fails to adequately draw out these distinctions and characteristics within Cumbria. 

It is felt that the RSS fails to adequately refer to and make provision for the protection of environmental assets within the region. In this regard, the Lake District National Park is identified alongside the historic cities of Carlisle and Lancaster as offering potential for sustainable growth that benefits both this sub-region and the wider North West. However, in this context there is no specific reference made to areas of national importance, such as the Lake District National Park (LDNP) and the three Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs) within Cumbria alone. It is considered that there should be reference to the historic, landscape, biodiversity, cultural and heritage assets, for example, such as the LDNP and the AONBs and their statutory purposes, as set out in the Environment Act 1995, as well as areas of national and international wildlife importance, for example SSSIs, plus sites containing species of international, national and local importance and sites of local landscape and biodiversity importance.
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