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Introduction

1. In February 2004 the Deputy Prime Minister invited the three northern Regional Development Agencies to show how the North could unlock the potential for faster economic growth and bridge the output gap between the North of England and the rest of the country.

2. In response the Northern Way Steering Group, led by the three northern RDAs, developed the Northern Way Growth Strategy published in September 2004.  The strategy has its genesis in the realisation that the economy of the North is underperforming with a gap currently around £30 billion between the combined output of the three Northern regions and the England average.

3. The strategy is based on detailed analysis of the North’s economic assets, weaknesses and potential. In essence the Northern Way’s approach to the acceleration of economic growth over the next 20 years has been guided by the principles of:
· Adding value by tackling pan-regionally ten key challenges facing the North including the creation of truly sustainable communities and improving connectivity;

· Accelerating growth across the North’s eight city regions, identified in the strategy, which together offer the greatest potential for significant economic growth.  
4. The Regional Spatial Strategy, in setting out the long-term strategy for the spatial development of the North West, is able to make a significant contribution to the achievement of the Northern Way Growth Strategy through the wider adoption of the latter’s vision and aims. The Northern Way Sustainable Communities Team (NWSCT) therefore considers that some elements of the draft RSS could usefully be strengthened so as to fully embrace the Northern Way Growth Strategy, including the role of the city regions, and enable the acceleration of the North’s economic growth. It is against this background that we comment on this matter. 
Locations For Development

5. The Settlement Hierarchy as defined in Table 7.1 of the Draft RSS is an attempt to classify places using criteria based on both population size and by their function. It is our understanding that this hierarchy is also the basis on which the Regional Development Framework was partly based.

6. The NWSCT supports the concept of this hierarchy and also its structure to the extent that it makes an attempt to reflect the CRDPs by organising the settlement hierarchy in terms of the three city regions.

7. However the spatial policy text, framework and hierarchy as drafted are not organised around the vital focus of growth and potential in the city regions and their primary nodes.  This reflects the way in which the city regions are introduced in the much earlier section (2.1-2.11), in a somewhat context-less way, as part of the region’s geography - not as the driver of spatial logic and priorities in Part 2 / section 4. 

8. Nor is there any impression – or reflection in the hierarchy, say – that the city regions are different.  Manchester is both dominant in its own city region and important for most of the North West; Liverpool’s relationship with its own city-region is one of dominance but shared with Manchester and indeed Chester; and both are very different from the Central Lancashire City Region, how its towns work, and (for example) their relationship with Manchester. Given their different roles, strengths and prospects for growth the Northern Way Growth Strategy, as stated in the NWSCT’s written statement on matters 2A/2B, does not impose a hierarchy but recognises that city regions are not equal. 

9. In essence, NWSCT does not consider there to be a very clear framework or rationale for spatial policy. This raises the question for the settlement hierarchy of: what is its purpose? What policies and elements of spatial strategy does it or should it inform? How is the settlement hierarchy helping explain and justify priorities?  The NWSCT supports the use of such a framework, providing that the policy that utilises this reflects its organisation, and understands the relationships between places within it. Policy RDF1, although reflecting the categories used in the settlement hierarchy, does not give a clear enough role in development terms to each place within each category. 

10. The problem is particularly acute in the case of the Key Service Centres. It is difficult to see what the distinctive or specific policies are for this category, apart perhaps from those in relation to Public Transport. The NWSCT would also question whether the Key Service Centres should be allocated a specific policy. It is the suggestion of the NWSCT that the policy for Key Service Centres should be in Policy RDF1 with the other categories of settlements; or, if they are rural places, then in Policy RDF3 which deals purely with rural areas.

11. As for consistency of categorisation: as understood by the NWSCT, the Key Service Centres are a classification of place that emerged from the County Structure Plans, and was then carried over into the Draft RSS. The NWSCT believes that the relationship between these and the “Regional Towns and Cities” is confusing. Are Key Service Centres in this category because of their size, or purely as they appeared as such within the County Structure Plans? If so, then the Regional Towns and Cities list should be revised to reclassify any that may better be described as Key Service Centres. 

12. There also seem to be different definitions of what a Key Service Centre is according to its sub-regional location (see Footnote 1). And in the case of Central Lancashire, some of the “centres” (e.g. Rawtenstall) then have a note “including” other smaller centres (in this case free-standing Bacup and Haslingden). Clearly there will always be a range; and roles and sizes will always vary, for example between rural and more urban settings. But if Key Service Centres are to be used, then a more consistent definition should also be used; otherwise there may be an impact if indeed policy is to be partially formulated upon its classification.

13. The debate over the specifics of the appropriateness of each place to its position in this settlement hierarchy is complicated, and one which the NWSCT does not wish to enter in any great detail. However, it is evident that a category - Regional Towns & Cities – which puts dynamic, important Chester alongside Skelmersdale (but not, strangely Ormskirk), is likely to hinder rather than help.  As the Panel’s question implies, there therefore appears little evidential basis (beyond that for the definition of key service centres) for the categorisation and allocations in Table 7.1.

Conclusion

14. We wish to direct the EiP Chairman to the following points:

· Regional Spatial Strategies present the opportunity to provide the spatial framework for the acceleration of economic growth through the incorporation of the city region concept and accordingly the success of the Northern Way Growth Strategy.
· The NWSCT supports the concept of a settlement hierarchy, as a way of organising places by their roles in relation to the individual city regions in the North West.

· The NWSCT would not, however, wish for it to be implied that there is a hierarchy for the city regions.

· That this settlement hierarchy should be clearly reflected through places and their prospects for growth, and following this, within policy of the Spatial Strategy

· That the definition of Key Service Centres should be consistent, and their relationship with ‘regional towns and cities’ be given greater clarity.
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