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NW RSS EIP - Matter 1C: Assumptions Underpinning the Draft RSS


(i) Are the economic assumptions (including growth and activity rates) in draft RSS appropriate and achievable?
We are content that the RSS has taken on board the same economic scenarios as the Regional Economic Strategy (RES) as this will facilitate alignment of evidence bases. But it is worth noting that the RES is not predicated on any particular scenario.

The Gross Value Added (GVA) growth and employment assumptions underpinning the scenarios seem appropriate. They offer considerable potential to consider the implications of different scales of growth and this could have been more fully explored. We make the following observations: 

· the scenarios appear to have been used as the output of a “black box” model (Draft RSS Technical Appendix, para 4.53
) and we are unclear what steps have been taken to test consistency with other RSS assumptions, and with the assumptions behind the advice provided to NWRA by the sub-regions 
eg Association of Greater Manchester Authorities (AGMA);

· this is further complicated by the fact that the scenarios focus on the old Counties rather than the sub-regions in part 4 of the RSS;

· there is no feedback loop to enable the policy-driven household distribution to be fed back in to influence the employment land calculations and others related to retail, waste and energy. This is potentially inconsistent and may result in unsustainable travel patterns;
· the use of scenarios in the employment land work to give the highest employment figures in each sub-region (Draft RSS Technical Appendix, para 3.165) compounds potential inconsistencies;

· this lack of an integrated approach across the strategy between themes and sub-regions will make it difficult to monitor the impact of key changes in demographic and economic assumptions;

· there may be inconsistency / double counting in the way activity / employment rates have been used in the scenarios and to derive household estimates.
(ii) Are the assumptions about population change in draft RSS appropriate?

Household projections have been extrapolated from the economic scenarios (essentially how many people are needed in each sub-region to deliver each scenario) using the Chelmer model to check the reality of required migration flows. The latter are, however, based on historic patterns and will not take account of the changes highlighted in the most recent Office for National Statistics (ONS) projections
 (especially in relation to international migration).
Two scenarios were homed in on (long term and recent with medium economic activity rates). Sub-regional success factors do not strongly influence employment growth in these, and hence they may be at odds with the modelling work done separately by the sub-regions to inform RSS, notably AGMA. 
Having done this work, housing provision was actually distributed in a separate exercise in line with discussions with Districts. The starting point for this - the chosen figure for total housing provision in the NW - appears to reflect the building capacity suggested by the Home Builders Federation (HBF). The resulting distribution is policy-driven but the components and weightings are not clear.
The number of households being catered for, the related housing distribution, and migration levels across the region are, therefore, primarily an output of the RSS process rather than input to it. Whilst such a policy-led approach may be acceptable, the process is not transparent, the revised distribution has not been fed back in to influence other policy decisions, it is difficult to unravel migration assumptions, and monitoring will be difficult.

We appreciate the difficulties caused by the delay to the ODPM 2003 based household projections. Now that they are available, however, they do throw valuable light on factors such as international migration levels and the increase in single person households due to an ageing population. They provide a useful control against which the economic and policy shifts implied by the Nathaniel Lichfield (NLP)
 and NWRA work can be judged to enable a clearer understanding of the “bending” of trends implied by the RSS spatial framework, economic growth aspirations and other policy considerations. See our Briefing Paper No 4 on Housing.
The new ONS figures do actually produce a very similar figure for annual change in household numbers over the Plan period (2003 to 2021) as the RSS. The increase from 2,847,000 in 2003 to 3,290,000 in 2021 x 1.02 divided by 18 = 23,570 rather than the 22,844 in table 9.1 of submitted RSS. Whilst we may wish to challenge the distribution across the region, we find the overall regional figure appropriate.
(iii) Are the economic, population and other assumptions consistent between the regional and sub-regional policies in the draft RSS?

We know that NWRA commissioned advice from the sub-regions but are unclear as to how this work has influenced the Draft RSS and whether it has been taken into account in the thematic chapters as well as the sub-regional frameworks (part 4). We are concerned that simply stitching together the sub-regional advice may not create a coherent and realistic whole. We are unclear as to how the top-down regional analysis has been meshed with the bottom-up sub-regional advice.  

We are unclear the extent to which the advice from the sub-regions is based on modelling work that requires assumptions on population, households, economic growth and employment rates. We do know that AGMA, in particular, has undertaken such work. We are concerned that the sub-regional work may be more aspirational, seeking to transform the sub-regional economies and based on projected success factors somewhat different to the regional work. The Manchester City Region Development Programme
 forecasts an annual average growth of 2.9% (accelerated scenario) compared to 2.63% in the RSS recent employment success scenario and 2.35% long term trends scenario. 
(iv) Are the national and regional constraints on development clearly articulated? Are the development proposals consistent with Green Belt, flood risk policies and other constraints such as transport, water supply and sewerage infrastructure?
We understand the broad locations for regionally significant economic development  were imported from the RES to facilitate alignment, but are unsure of the extent to which infrastructure and environmental constraints have been taken into account. These are, however, important considerations and the Highways Agency and Environment Agency work on stress, capacity and flood risk may assist in a high level analysis to inform broad decisions about the locations and the scale, nature and pace of development (linked to recommendations on phasing).
We are also not clear how far the distribution of housing provision in table 9.1 of Draft RSS has taken these issues into account. The methodology is not transparent. Para 4.45 of the Technical Appendix suggests that urban capacity has been taken into account, and para 4.46 (para 9.18 in Draft RSS) lists other considerations. None specifically refer to flood risk, water supply or sewerage infrastructure. Policy RDF 5 suggests that no change is required to the Green Belt but we are unclear what the evidence base is for this.

Our Briefing Paper No. 2 proposes clear strategic principles, notably SP1a) and g), to highlight the importance of taking these constraints into account. 
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