Respondent No. 531  (AGMA)

Matter No. 1A & 1B
Vision, Objectives and Spatial Principles

1A(i)&(ii)

1. As AGMA commented in its earlier representation the structure of draft RSS is confusing. For the purpose of clarity it is assumed that the overarching vision is the last two paragraphs of the un-numbered section headed ‘Our Vision for the North West by 2021…’ on page 2 of draft RSS.  The distinction is made on the basis that the other four paragraphs are not part of the vision, despite the title, but a brief description of the region and the issues and challenges it faces (matters covered also by paragraphs 2.1 – 2.14 in Part 1 of the document).  The final two paragraphs are distinguished by the opening words “By 2021 we aim / will…” and forward tense used.  However they are not otherwise highlighted as the vision of the future that drives the rest of RSS, as it should do. 

2. Similarly, it is assumed that the objectives are set out under paragraph 4.2 below the heading ‘Objectives and Outcomes’ but these are little more than a statement of general aims.  They should be steering the rest of RSS towards that vision but appear 6 pages after and completely unrelated to it.

3. AGMA considers that draft RSS should be re-ordered so that there is a logical progression from issues, challenges and opportunities for the region to the vision to the objectives and then into principles, the spatial policy framework and integrated sub-regional and thematic policies. 

4. The vision should identify how the region will have responded by 2021 to the key strategic issues and factors that it faces. The objectives should be spatial and informed by the vision and, particularly, what needs to be achieved to deliver the vision.  This essential linkage is not readily apparent at the present time other than through relatively benign statements such as the reference to “communities as safe, sustainable, attractive and distinctive places” which, as an example, adds nothing to the national sustainable communities strategy
 or national planning policy set out in PPS1
. Objectives should be framed as a response to the challenges and issues faced by this region, not generic as drafted, applicable anywhere in the country.  

5. As noted in our earlier representation, the ‘Our Region’ section does not clearly describe and establish what the roles, functions and relationships are between the region and other regions, and between the sub regions within the region.  It needs to do this in order to inform and articulate the spatial strategy and priorities.

6. The Issues and Challenges section should also form a fundamental part of the RSS strategy.  The basic structure set out in paragraphs 2.12 – 2.14, dealing in turn with economic, social and environmental issues, is sound, but the issues need to be “fleshed out” much more fully and given greater spatial definition by relating them to different parts of the region.  They should also be related to the need to achieve sustainable development.
The vision

7. As stated in our representation, the vision contains many useful references.  The first of the two paragraphs has a spatial element but it needs to be strengthened to identify the broad spatial priorities for the next 20 years.  

8. The vision needs to be positive and outward looking, expressing itself in terms of how the North West will fit into Europe, the UK and the wider ‘north’, and what its role will be in respect of neighbouring regions and Wales and Scotland.  There should be specific reference to the delivery of Northern Way economic growth targets relative to the south east and what this will mean for the region.

9. There should also be reference in visionary terms (not just preceding paragraphs) to meeting the challenges of sustainability and climate change for the North West.  The challenges include the threat to low lying coastal areas from rising sea levels; the threat of increased flooding in our river valleys; the need to reduce the need to travel, particularly by car; and the need meet a larger share of our energy needs from renewable sources.

The objectives

10. The RSS objectives should be spatial but as drafted are issue based with no spatial references.  The regional transport objectives should be informed by and linked to the overall strategy objectives but as currently drafted are not.  Examples of spatial objectives (not an exhaustive list) which AGMA considers should be addressed are set out below.

· Achieve improved sustainable economic growth, closing the gap with parts of the country that have the highest economic performance, focusing on the city regions as the areas with potential to make the greatest contribution

· Create a more competitive, productive and inclusive regional economy, with more people in employment that uses and develops their knowledge and skills

· Reverse the long-term trend of depopulation in the inner areas of the Manchester and Liverpool city regions.  

· Meet the region’s housing needs arising from the spatial issues of economic growth, the repopulation of core areas, the ongoing regeneration in the city regions and affordability. 

· Further the economic and physical regeneration of the former industrial towns within the city regions and West Cumbria

· Maintain the high level of economic performance of areas such as Manchester regional centre, the south of the Manchester city region, Warrington and Chester, provided that it is consistent with the need for sustainable development.

· Focus development and investment in a way that better connects excluded communities to opportunity and supports areas requiring regeneration

· Address the challenges of the rural north of the region in sustaining and diversifying its economy and providing affordable housing for local people.

· Provide a framework for the future of market towns.  

National objectives and policy

11. There is an overall general weakness in RSS that it fails to look outwards adequately.  It should, for example, give greater consideration to its role within wider pan-regional strategy and to the importance of links with other regions.  

12. As covered in our representation, the wider policy context is not covered sufficiently.  This includes the references to the UK Sustainable Development Strategy
 (referred to selectively) and the Northern Way Growth Strategy
 (with regard to which key paragraphs from the interim draft RSS have been removed).  For example improving the economic performance of the North West will improve the sustainability of the country as a whole, by utilising resources in the NW more effectively, whilst reducing the environmental pressures in the SE.  There is also no reference to national planning policy objectives both across the range of topic areas and for the preparation and content of RSS.   The reference to the Sustainable Communities Plan should also give a more regionally specific dimension by identifying where the four regional HMR Pathfinder areas are (and why).
1B(i)

13. AGMA considers the absence of a vision and spatial objectives which address the specific challenges and opportunities of the North West a serious weakness in draft RSS.  There is currently little or no ‘read through’ between vision and objectives and the policy framework (both thematic and sub regional).  
14. It is assumed from the heading of this matter that DP1 is the policy which is intended to outline the ‘spatial principles’ underlying the draft RSS.  AGMA does not consider that it fulfils this purpose adequately.  Some of the reasons for this are set out in answer to (ii) and (iii) below.  The policy should be broader in its scope and should set out clear principles for the location of development, which when taken together with the overall spatial strategy will provide a coherent framework for the thematic and sub regional policies which follow.  This is the broad approach taken in other regions. Examples of spatial principles could include  (in no order of priority):
(i) Sustainable development

(ii) Reducing the need to travel

(iii) An urban focus and renaissance
(iv) City regions

(v) A sequential approach

(vi) Connectivity.

1B(ii)

15. A critical issue for AGMA is that RSS is now part of the Development Plan.  Whilst the existing RSS was not drafted with this in mind, it is important that this RSS is designed in this way and that it is absolutely clear to policy makers and practitioners, how it will relate to the LDF in each area of the North West.  This means that it is clear which policies are there to guide other plans and strategies, and which policies will apply as part of the Development Control process.  In both cases it is essential that policies are clear and well understood in terms of their wording and potential application.  AGMA’s concern is that this clarity in not always apparent – a good example of this being the first policy, DP1.

16. Policy DP1 is poorly presented and confusing.  AGMA is not clear what this policy means in practice, which is a significant issue if we are being asked to apply it.  It has four components, three of which derive from separate policies in existing RSS (formerly RPG13
), namely policies DP1, DP2 and DP3, and a fourth that is effectively replacement text for policy DP4 (in former RPG13).  

17. The first and the fourth components seem intended to guide plans and strategies – presumably LDFs would not conform to RSS if they did not contain policies covering the issues set out here.  The second and third that start “Proposals and schemes” could be taken as over-riding DC policies, but they both subsequently refer to “Plans and Strategies will …”. Some of its content is so conceptual and aspirational that it cannot be applied, some adds nothing to national policy and parts (for example, no net loss of capital) distract from important elements about sustainable transport and sequential approach – which should form part of the core spatial principles.

18.  It is not clear whether these are policy requirements which will apply to all schemes.  This is a general problem with policies throughout draft RSS but is particularly important in relation to DP1, which is the overarching policy to be applied ‘to all plans and strategies developed in the North West that affect the development and management of different land uses, as well as to individual proposals’ (para 6.1).  
19. If DP1 is intended to apply to all plans and strategies and all proposals and schemes this is too onerous to apply at the local level.  RSS needs either to be less prescriptive about some of these elements, or to be more specific about the scale at which they apply.  AGMA considers that DP1 should apply to ‘plans and strategies’ only. 

(iii)

20. The broad thrust of the sequential approach in policy DP1 is supported.  Importantly it relates to plans and strategies only.  However, the policy as drafted is a blunt tool and whilst we agree with the first point, in practice it is often combined with the second in terms of achieving an outcome which reflects good planning.  
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