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Matter 1C: Assumptions Underpinning the Draft RSS

(i) Are the economic assumptions (including growth and activity rates) in draft RSS appropriate and achievable?

The economic assumptions are inconsistent between policies W3 and L4. W3 assumes the scenario that provides the highest employment rate for each region. L4 assumes that these high employment rates are unrealistic outside of Cheshire (Technical Appendix, p 70).

The economic assumptions have not taken into account the capacity of the environment to support the levels and types of growth proposed. It is therefore not possible to say if they are either appropriate or achievable in the context of sustainable development. They should therefore be treated extremely cautiously.
The assumption that a large number of large sites for regionally strategic economic development are necessary to boost the North West’s economy is highly questionable. There is no evidence that such land supply-based policies will prove attractive to knowledge-based industries, which are more likely to be influenced by other considerations.
The assumptions behind the proposed growth in retail floorspace appear to be entirely unrealistic.

As most of these assumptions are loosely based on trends and scenarios, the most important thing is to highlight the assumptions made in order to facilitate their inclusion in regular RSS reviews and to commit to adapting policy and practice if the assumptions turn out to be inappropriate, unachievable, or unsustainable.
It is vital that these assumptions are regularly reviewed in light of the damage that can result from an oversupply of employment land, eg in terms of blight, land being unavailable for other uses, or efforts and resources being diluted or diverted away from making the best use of sustainably located employment sites which should be the priority.
(ii) Are the assumptions about population change in draft RSS appropriate?

 

As these assumptions are based on trends and projections that are subject to huge variance – eg the Government’s 1996-based and 2003-based projections were massively different – the key is to recognize their vulnerability as assumptions, and to review them against ‘real life’ on a regular basis, with a genuine willingness to alter policy based on such assumptions, eg housing provision.
The population assumptions, as with the economic ones, have not been “sustainability –proofed” or assessed in terms of environmental capacity to support such change while also improving quality of life. That is, they have not been analysed with a view to determining whether the policies arising from these assumed trends should be encouraging, accepting, or actively discouraging them on the grounds of sustainability.
Policies are not neutral and should not simply assume that current trends ( eg in household formation or urban-rural migration) will continue. The role of the planning system should be to actively encourage more sustainable trends, rather than simply attempt to accommodate unsustainable ones. The location, scale and nature of development are crucial to this.

(iii) Are the economic, population and other assumptions consistent between the regional and sub-regional policies in the draft RSS?

It is not clear whether the assumptions are consistent between the regional and sub-regional policies.
One assumption that does seem, inappropriately, to underpin the sub-regional policies and some of the thematic policies, that is inconsistent with the development principles and spatial framework, is that economic growth is the most important objective, and that it can be pursued independently from, and even in contradiction to, other objectives.
(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?

The proposals for airport growth in RT3 and regionally strategic economic development in W2 are contradictory to Green Belt policy. They also contradict the urgently pressing need to cut greenhouse gas emissions. 

It is not clear whether or not the housing provision is deliverable within existing Green Belt boundaries.

The Environment Agency’s analysis strongly suggests that the proposals for housing provision are not consistent with water supply and sewerage infrastructure capacity.

The focus on connectivity rather than accessibility is not consistent with the need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

The impact of the development proposals on the tranquillity of the countryside and the value and quality of the rural/urban fringe has not been assessed.

Overall, the constraints presented by environmental limits have not been adequately assessed or taken into account, in contravention of PPS1 (eg para 19) and the UK Sustainable Development Strategy (GEN10, eg p 97).
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