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Matter 2C: Locations for Development 
(i) Is the evidence base for Table 7.1 sound?  Should the proposed settlement hierarchy be reassessed, and should a consistent approach be adopted toward the identification of Key Service Centres?

1.
Table 7.1 sets out the settlement hierarchy in terms of regional centres, regional towns and cities and key service centres, broken down into sub regions.  As discussed in relation to Matters 2A and 2B, the County Council considers that Cheshire should be regarded as being separate from the City Regions, with a split into West Cheshire, NE Cheshire and South Cheshire.  Table 7.1 should therefore be amended to reflect this approach.  

2.
The inclusion of Alsager and Sandbach within South Cheshire in table 7.1 is inconsistent with the rest of the plan, which includes the whole of Congleton district as falling within Manchester City Region.  This inconsistency has the potential to cause considerable confusion as to the appropriate policy approach for these settlements.  The table should be amended so that Sandbach and Alsager are shown as being within North East Cheshire with the rest of Congleton district.

3.
It appears that the list of Regional Towns and Cities has been carried forward from adopted RSS.  The centres listed reflect the key city and towns set out in the recently adopted Cheshire Structure Plan and as such their inclusion is supported.  Likewise the Key Service Centres included in Table 7.1 reflect those listed in the Structure Plan.  Whilst the list of Key Service Centres was not subject to fundamental review at the Structure Plan EIP, changes were made to ensure consistency, resulting in the inclusion of Frodsham.  The County Council is content that this list is appropriate and robust. 

4.
Notwithstanding the above, the need for consistency across the region in the designation of Key Service Centres is acknowledged and the potential value of the recent work by Land Use Consultants recognised.  The approach used by LUC to identify KSCs in terms of their function, particularly relating to employment and retail, is considered to be a useful one.  However, the study could usefully have been extended to consider accessibility and service provision, notably health and education .  LUC’s classification of  freestanding towns; towns which form a network and those under strong urban influence is felt to be helpful in furthering our understanding of how these places work. 

5.
Through the discussions which have taken place during the study period, the question has arisen as to whether RSS should identify Key Service Centres at all, with the view being put forward by some stakeholders that a criteria based policy should be provided instead, leaving the identification of KSCs to Local Development Frameworks.  The County Council’s view is that, from the Cheshire perspective, the list of KSCs should continue to be included in RSS.  

6.
Cheshire is made up of a network of small and market towns ranging in size from small villages up to larger towns like Congleton, Winsford and Wilmslow.  Many of these towns serve significant hinterlands, or, as identified by LUC, make up networks which together have large population bases with strong employment, retail and service functions.  These centres will continue to form the focus for limited development to meet local needs and to contribute to a sustainable pattern of development throughout the county.  To remove reference to these centres in the settlement hierarchy would result in a ‘strategic policy deficit’, as referred to in the draft LUC report.
7.
In general the LUC methodology and the draft conclusions for the Cheshire study towns are supported.  However, it is felt that the significance of Frodsham and Neston are underestimated in the study and it is noted that Poynton has been erroneously omitted.  The Council considers that all three should be listed as Key Service Centres in RSS.  

8.
All three towns are larger than other centres identified in the study as being of sub regional significance (eg Alsager) in terms of overall, comparison and service floorspace.  Frodsham is an attractive market town which has strong linkages with other centres in Liverpool City Region, particularly Runcorn. The town’s regular market is successful in drawing people in from surrounding rural areas as well as nearby urban centres.  The LUC study does not appear to have taken account of this function in its assessment and therefore underplays the town’s significance.  The town’s role and attractiveness are continuing to be enhanced through the ongoing Market Town Initiative with support from the Countryside Agency and NWDA. 

9.
Neston is also a market town which is the subject of ongoing improvement through the Market Town Initiative.  The town provides an important retail facility for its catchment, with a strong convenience, financial and business service function.  However, it is in need of regeneration to strengthen its role.  Such regeneration would be supported by its identification in RSS as a Key Service Centre.  

10.
The LUC study makes no comment regarding Poynton after it was excluded from the study in error.   The town is a healthy centre which provides a range of facilities for its catchment population, including many high quality and specialist traders as well as health and civic facilities.  The town also has a significant employment role, with two industrial estates.  Any decision regarding the status of Poynton in RSS should be the subject of a detailed consideration of its role and function, consistent with the other study centres. 

(ii) When, and in what circumstances will there be a need for a review of the Green Belt?

11.
The County Council agrees that there is no need for any exceptional substantial change to the Green Belt in Cheshire before 2011.  As stated in draft RSS paragraph 7.20 no evidence has been put forward to justify a review before this date and it is probable that future development levels set out in RSS can generally be accommodated without the need for strategic review.  Therefore, the County Council understands that it is not the intention of the policy to require a review of Green Belt in all areas of Cheshire only where monitoring identifies a potential problem beyond 2011.  
12.
It is anticipated that most areas of Cheshire will be able accommodate development to 2021 without substantial change to the Green Belt although it is less certain whether this is the case in West Cheshire.  The ‘North East Wales West Cheshire Sub Regional Strategy’ (final version due to be completed October) states that a review of the existing Green Belt designation around Chester maybe necessary after 2011 to assess the need for new development in the medium to long-term.  If Green Belt reviews prove necessary the NWRA will need to clarify how these can be expediently incorporated into RSS to feed through to LDF’s.  It is noted that in Part 5 of RSS ‘Implementation, Monitoring and Review’ the outcomes of Green Belt reviews are not included in the list of issues that may trigger a partial review of RSS in the medium term. 
13.
Whilst policy RDF5 states there is no need for exceptional substantial change to Green Belt before 2011 this is undermined by paragraph 7.21 of the supporting text.  The distinction between ‘exceptional substantial change’ and ‘exceptional small scale’ is not clear in relation to the need to review Green Belt boundaries in LDF’s.  Paragraph 7.21 tries to illustrate what is considered ‘small scale’ by citing the example of a Regional Investment Site to the South West of Chester.  It is not considered that a Regional Investment Site constitutes a small scale localised change to the Green Belt. The need for a Regional Investment Site / Knowledge Nuclei site to the South West of Chester is covered in more detail in County Council statements relating to Matter 8a Policy LCR4 – West Cheshire, and Matter 3a Economic Development.
14.
Similarly it is not clear what scale of Green Belt release is envisaged with regard to future development at Manchester and Liverpool John Lennon airports.  The County Council has assumed that release of land for ‘operational aviation related infrastructure requirements’ (paragraph 7.21) is similar in intention to policy T11 in Cheshire 2016: Structure Plan Alteration.  Policy T11 only allows airport development in the Green Belt for reasons of ‘technical efficiency or amenity’.  This comprises environmental works such as landscaping, together with equipment or facilities necessary for safe operation e.g. security and emergency services facilities.  Policy RDF5 should be clarified as to what scale of development is intended.  The County Council’s statement on ‘Matter 5D Airports’ details arguments regarding future airport development.  
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