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MATTER 2C – LOCATIONS FOR DEVELOPMENT
1
Is the evidence base for Table 7.1 sound?
1.1
The RSS and its Technical Appendix do not explain how Table 7.1 was formulated so it is not possible to say that it is sound. The Settlement Hierarchy does not appear to reflect the functional or size hierarchy of settlements in the North West as many of the smaller urban towns such as Bootle, Huyton, Kirkby and Prescot, which have as important a role to play in the region as the named Key Service Centres, are not included. It appears that the list of regional towns and cities has come from the findings of the Town Centre Assessment study with the addition of Ellesmere Port, Runcorn and Skelmersdale, and Kendal changed to a Key Service Centre (KSC), whilst the list of KSCs comes from the Cheshire, Cumbria and Lancashire Structure Plans.

1.2
The NWRA commissioned a report from PEARL on ‘The Role and Function of Settlements in the North West’. The conclusion of the final report (June 2005) includes a statement that any review of the future planning of the north west should include the definition and assessment of settlements in terms of functions provided, broad origins and form of settlement in a region, sub-region or locality and location and type of settlement. This would be informed by research on size or ‘weight’ of settlement, range of functions provided, linkages and interaction between settlements and the extent and significance of factors such as identification and belonging (page 64). The Merseyside Authorities believe that such work would be a sound evidence base for a settlement hierarchy of the type found in Table 7.1.

1.3
No one single piece of work has attempted to consistently assesses the role and function of settlements in the North West in the manner envisaged by the conclusion of the PEARL report. Whilst studies such as the Town Centre Assessment Study and the Key Service Centres study have addressed aspects of this and have been used as the basis for Table 7.1, these studies have had different purposes, different methodologies and a limited scope. The TCA study has a bias towards retail and leisure functions at the expense of other functions such as employment, cultural, government functions and services (education, healthcare, administration, etc), housing, tourism, etc, and whilst the KSC also looked at employment it did not look at larger settlements but instead focussed on rural and smaller centres. The Merseyside Authorities believe that there needs to be wider study into the form, function and relationship between settlements in the North West, informed by the conclusions and recommendations of the report by PEARL. The findings of such a study would form the evidence base for a hierarchy of centres in the next review of RSS.

1.4
The addition of Ellesmere Port, Runcorn and Skelmersdale to the ‘Regional Towns and Cities’ classification is not explained in the RSS or Technical Appendix, however the Merseyside Authorities believe that the additions from the Liverpool City Region can be justified in terms of the important administrative, cultural and employment functions that these centres perform in their districts.
2
Should a consistent approach be adopted toward the identification of Key Service Centres?
2.1
The Merseyside Authorities believe that a consistent approach should be taken to the identification of KSCs in Plans and Strategies. The Merseyside Authorities believe that the North West Key Service Centres study (recently finalised) now provides a basis to review this list as the study identified KSCs across the region in a consistent manner. The current list of KSCs is taken from existing Structure Plans, all of which used different criteria for selection and so they are not directly comparable. The list should be removed from Table 7.1 and should be replaced with the KSCs identified in the study.

2.2
The Merseyside Authorities also believe that the rural nature of the KSCs, which are effectively rural Market Towns, should be recognized through an alteration of their name (and the name of Policy RDF2) to ‘Key Service Centres for Rural Areas’. This will properly reflect their role and the aim of Policy RDF2, and avoid confusion with centres in urban areas that could justifiably also be termed Key Service Centres due to their similar functions. The Merseyside Authorities would like to clarify that this amends their earlier comments on this matter, which sought modifications to Policy RDF2 so that it included urban equivalents of KSCs in the KSC designation. The Merseyside Authorities comments that the role of urban service centres should be recognised in Table 7.1 and in policy are still maintained.
3
Should the proposed settlement hierarchy be reassessed?
3.1
The settlement hierarchy should be reassessed because it groups many different scales of settlement together under the category ‘Regional Towns and Centres’ and does not include a category for urban settlements that are comparable to the (rural) KSCs. By not including ‘urban KSCs’ (non-‘regional’ towns & large district centres such as Bootle, Huyton, Kirkby and Prescot), there is a potential for a policy gap in RSS. ‘ At least six policies refer to the settlement hierarchy in Table 7.1 and the types of centres located within it. They are RDF1 (Main development locations), RDF2 (Key Service Centres), RDF3 (Rural Areas), W5 (Retail Development), RT2 (Management and Maintenance of the Highway Network) and RT6 (Parking Policy and Provision). Any amendments to Table 7.1 will have implications for these policies and they will need to be re-assessed.

3.2
RDF1 (Main Development Locations) states ‘Plans and strategies will support the concentration of most new development in the region within the urban areas of the Regional Centres, Regional Towns and Cities identified in Table 7.1’. RDF1 is not clear as to whether the ‘urban areas of the Regional Centres’ would include the Surrounding Inner Area of Liverpool set out in LCR2, which includes Bootle, left out of Table 7.1. The impact on other centres not included within Table 7.1 such as Huyton, Kirkby and Prescot is not clear, but the Merseyside Authorities believe that locating development in these centres would support the regeneration and sustainability objectives of the RSS. The modifications to Policy LCR3 proposed by the Merseyside Authorities provides for ‘maintaining and enhancing’ these centres, and so if these proposed modifications were accepted, and Policies LCR3 and RDF1 and Table 7.1 need to be compatible with each other.

3.3
Policy RDF2 defines KSCs, with particular emphasis on the need for them to be accessible. Policy RDF3 states that development in rural areas should be concentrated in KSCs, with opportunities for urban areas to serve nearby rural areas also being recognised. In ‘sparse’ rural areas a different approach may be necessary. Given the rural emphasis of Policies RDF2 and RDF3, the Merseyside Authorities no longer think it is desirable that urban service centres be identified as KSCs (as defined by the KSC study and for the purposes of Policy RDF2) as it would not be compatible with these polices as they stand. The Merseyside Authorities would like to clarify that this amends their earlier comments on this matter, which sought modifications to policy RDF2 so that it included urban equivalents of KSCs in the KSC designation. The Merseyside Authorities comments that the role of urban service centres should be recognised in Table 7.1 and in policy are still maintained. Instead the KSCs referred to in Policies RDF2 and RDF3 should be renamed ‘KSCs for Rural Areas’ to make clear to what area they apply. A policy addressing the needs of the urban equivalents of KSCs should be included in RSS.
3.4
Policies RDF3 and RDF1 both restrict the majority of development to the areas identified in Table 7.1. According to the studies undertaken that smaller urban town centres such as Bootle, Huyton, Kirkby and Prescot cannot be identified as regional towns and cites or (rural) KSCs. However there is no clear justification for the assumption of Policies RDF1 and RDF3 that the best location for development in urban areas will always be the largest urban centres, or that this is sustainable in terms of travel patterns, creating jobs close to deprived areas, within the conurbations of Liverpool and Manchester. The findings of the KSC study identify the significant sub-regional role that the urban equivalent of KSCs can have (e.g. Bootle's employment role), as well as illustrating the different types of centres that exist (in a network, towns under a strong urban influence, etc). The urban equivalent of KSCs (typically identified in UDPs and Local Plans as towns and district centres) should be identified within the settlement hierarchy, and this new tier (‘KSCs for urban areas’) should be recognised within policies that refer to Table 7.1.

3.5
A new policy should be created defining ‘KSCs for urban areas’ and explaining how development in them should relate to other levels of the settlement hierarchy such as the regional towns and cities and the ‘rural’ KSCs. The policy would be similar to the guidance of W5, requiring that ‘development should be of scale and nature compatible with the nature of the existing settlement, addressing identified needs and not adversely affecting neighbouring centres’. This policy may state that urban KSCs must have good communications links and development would be of a smaller scale than in regional towns and cities and may have a role similar to ‘rural’ KSCs when they are located near to the urban/rural fringe.

3.6
Policy W3 (supply of sub-regional and local employment land) states that ‘office development should, as far as possible, be focussed in the regional centres, regional and town and city centres ands key service centres in accordance with PPS6, Policy RDF1 and part 4 of this RSS’. Despite the fact that towns such as Bootle, Huyton, Kirkby and Prescot are all locations for existing office developments and are sustainable and suitable locations for further development, as they are not listed in the settlement hierarchy they are not preferred locations. The policy also fails to differentiate what scale of development is appropriate in the different centres.

3.7
Policy W5 (Retail development) uses a list of centres based on the findings of the Town Centre Assessment study (see Table 3.22 of the RSS Technical Appendix) with the omission of Widnes (this omission is not explained). It also states ‘Investment in centres not identified above will be encouraged to maintain and enhance their vitality and viability…’ The Merseyside Authorities have no objection to this wording as they do not feel that this wording affects centres not included in Table 7.1. However, the supporting text states ‘the policy does not preclude the investment of resources in other centres identified in the Settlement Hierarchy (Table 7.1), particularly where this will assist in the regeneration of the centre and the wider area’ (paragraph 8.20). It is inappropriately worded as it infers that the policy will somehow preclude development in centres not included in Table 7.1 (despite the policy stating that development in them will be encouraged in order to maintain their vitality and viability). A better wording would be ‘the policy does not preclude the investment of resources in other centres including those identified in the settlement hierarchy (Table 7.1)…’
3.8
It is difficult to see what the difference is between the ‘rural’ KSCs (included in Table 7.1) and their urban equivalents (not included in Table 7.1) for the purposes of this policy. By not including ‘urban’ KSCs in Table 7.1, the effect is that this policy may be interpreted as precluding comparison retail development in several established urban town centres such as Bootle, Huyton, Kirkby and Prescot. This would also contradict the proposed changes to Policies LCR2 and LCR3 which encourage development that maintains and enhances the role of these centres. The wording of the supporting text must be amended to ensure that comparison retail development in established urban town centres is not precluded. 
3.9
Policy RT2 (management and maintenance of the highway network) states that in the regional towns and cities in Table 7.1 ‘local authorities should develop an integrated approach to managing travel demand which focuses on the need to reduce the proportion of car-borne commuting and education trips made during peak periods’. The policy or technical appendix does not explain why these centres should take such an approach but others settlements shouldn’t; the decision seems arbitrary. 

Policy RT6 (Parking policy and provision) states that plans and strategies should ‘incorporate maximum parking standards that do not exceed the regional ceilings set out in Table 10.1’. Table 10.1 (regional Parking standards) divides parking standards between KSCs and Rural Areas and Regional Centres and Regional Towns and Cities, with higher provision in KSCs/rural areas. It is not clear what the standard will be in other areas.

4
When, and in what circumstances will there be a need for a review of the Green Belt?
4.1
No comment.
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