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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 towards the identification of Key Service Centres?

1 
Introduction
The Council considers that the Settlement Hierarchy set out in policies RDF1 and Table 7.1 needs amending to recognise the roles of cities with regional influence, such as Chester, Carlisle and Preston. 
2
Role of Chester within the region

Sub-regional role

Chester is one of the most successful cities in the United Kingdom and lies at the heart of a dynamic West Cheshire-North East Wales sub-region within the Liverpool City Region. The sub-region has a successful and diverse economic base, extensive but discrete journeys to work, retail catchment and housing market areas, and continued growth in inward investment.

Economic role

Chester’s key economic role within the North West is recognised in the Regional Economic Strategy (2006). For example:

· The Strategy’s vision is for a: “A dynamic, sustainable international economy which competes on the basis of knowledge, advanced technology and an excellent quality of life for all where … Growth opportunities around Crewe, Chester, Warrington, Lancaster and Carlisle are fully developed”;

· Chester is identified as a successful area that “needs to be maintained for the benefit of the regional economy” and one that offers “opportunities on which to build, including the development of a critical mass of knowledge-based business”;
 and
· Chester Business Park is a Strategic Regional Site designated by the RES to “support knowledge-based growth, key sectors … and economic restructuring”.

Chester is also acknowledged as a key economic driver for the West Cheshire-North East Wales sub-region and Liverpool City Region: 

· Chester provides the sub-region with a “gilt-edged profile and image”. Chester’s combination of an attractive environment, concentration of highly skilled workers and financial and business services cluster means that it is identified as an important business and growth location;
 and

· The City is recognised within the Liverpool City Region as being at the heart of one of the most productive areas in the North of England – an established and balanced knowledge economy and important financial services sector.

The growth of Chester’s economy is forecast to continue. For example, Cheshire County Council’s Research and Intelligence Unit estimates an average annual increase of 280 jobs to 2015, using the Local Economy Growth Forecasting Model. 
Tourist destination
Chester is a heritage city with aspirations for World Heritage Site status, and identified by the North West Development Agency as one of four tourism ‘Attack Brands’ – key tourist assets with the potential to promote the region nationally and internationally:
 

· The Regional Economic Strategy regards improving “the product associated with the region’s tourism ‘attack brands’ and ‘signature projects’” as essential to the region’s visitor economy. ‘Signature projects’ include Chester Zoo;
 and

· Chester is seen as a resource to deliver benefits for the region’s tourism, regeneration and image through sustainable growth.

Retail centre

Chester is at the heart of a large retail catchment area extending into North East Wales, Wrexham and Wirral with a primary catchment area population of 784,000.
 Due to its unique and attractive shopping environment, Chester also attracts a large amount of expenditure from outside its primary catchment area – particularly through tourism.
Gateway city

Chester is also a key gateway to the region for visitors from elsewhere in the United Kingdom and abroad and receives 8.5 million visitors a year. RPG13 contained a series of policies on the spatial development of the region, including policy SD3 which gave guidance for key towns and cities outside the North West Metropolitan Area. This recognised the roles that regional cities, including Chester, play as key gateways and interchanges. However RSS policy RDF1 and Table 7.1 include these gateway cities in a second tier of 28 other centres which provides no clarification as to their special roles.

3 
Conclusion

Policy RDF1 and Table 7.1 identifies a second tier of 28 Regional Towns and Cities with greatly different sizes and roles. There is a requirement for a separate column in this table to identify Chester, Carlisle and Preston as an intermediary level in the regional settlement hierarchy, at the next level below the regional centres of Manchester and Liverpool.

4 
Recommendations

The Council therefore recommends that the Panel:
· Amends Table 7.1 to list:
· Regional Centres - Manchester / Salford; Liverpool;

· City Sub-Regions – including Chester, Carlisle and Preston;

· Regional Towns and Cities; and 

· Key Service Centres

· Amends Policy RDF1 to refer to Chester, Carlisle and Preston as City Sub-Regions. Text should be added to the policy reflecting the important roles of these cities within the region. It is suggested that the policy highlight these cities as key gateways where:

· sustainable growth should be encouraged; 

· links between areas of opportunity and need enhanced; 

· regeneration needs tackled; and

· economic roles maintained and strengthened. 

(ii)
When and in what circumstances will there be a need for a review of the Green Belt?
5 
Existing RPG policy
RPG 13 contained policy SD5 on Green Belts. This stated that “…there is no need to undertake a strategic study of Green Belt within Greater Manchester, Cheshire or Lancashire before 2011”. Paragraph 3.30 stated that: “…long-term development needs in Greater Manchester, Lancashire and Cheshire can be accommodated up to at least 2016 without the need to significantly encroach upon Green Belt. Strategic reviews of Green Belt in these areas need not therefore be undertaken before 2011…” 

Paragraph 3.32 added: 

“Major change to the North Cheshire Green Belt around Chester is not considered to be necessary at this stage. However, it is recognised that Chester is part of a sub-region extending across the regional border, and that there are legitimate concerns about the impact of the growth of the Chester economy upon the housing market in North East Wales in the longer term. The relevant local planning authorities in Cheshire should collaborate with the North West Regional Assembly, their counterparts in North East Wales, appropriate English regional agencies, Welsh agencies and other relevant bodies to assess development and other relevant requirements in the sub-region as a whole. The assessment should inform the adoption of policies and actions which would establish a more stable and sustainable relationship between the component local planning authorities of the sub-region.” 
6 
Proposed policy RDF5

The Council considers that draft policy RDF5 is less clear than policy SD5 regarding:

· the timescale for Green Belt review; and
· the scale of change envisaged. 

The policy also needs to reflect changes to the West Cheshire-North East Wales Sub-Regional Spatial Strategy.
Timescale for review

As currently drafted policy RDF5 states that for Cheshire, “there is no need for any exceptional substantial strategic change to Green Belt and its boundaries … before 2011”. However, the policy adds that: “After 2011, the need for exceptional substantial strategic change to Green Belt in Cheshire … should be investigated by strategic studies …”
However, if studies can only be begun after 2011 and then need to inform a future review of RSS before proposals are incorporated into Local Development Frameworks, then changes could only be made well after 2011. Indeed RSS adds that “it is anticipated that future development in the North West, as set out in this RSS, can generally be accommodated without the need for strategic reviews of the Green Belts in the North West”
 which would mean that changes could only occur after the Plan period ends at 2021. The paragraph adds that the situation will be monitored, and this is supported, however the timescale needs clarification. Local authorities are currently preparing Local Development Frameworks for their areas, looking 15 to 20 years ahead, and need to have greater certainty regarding the timescales envisaged. 

Scale of change
RPG13 Policy SD5 refers to “strategic review” and “major change”. However, draft policy RDF5 refers to:

· “exceptional substantial strategic change” - to be investigated by strategic studies; and

· “exceptional small scale detailed boundary changes” - possible through the Local Development Framework process. 
It is considered that these terms need clarification. Local authorities are currently preparing their Local Development Frameworks and need greater certainty as to the scale of change envisaged in the policy. 
West Cheshire-North East Wales Sub-Regional Spatial Strategy
RSS paragraph 7.21 identifies circumstances for small scale detailed boundary changes to the Green Belt. One of the changes referred to is for “the long term release of land for a Regional Investment Site / Knowledge Nuclei Site to the South West of Chester”. 
This approach does not now fully reflect the proposals set out in the amended Spatial Strategy. This encourages local authorities across the West Cheshire-North East Wales sub-region to work together to identify strategic employment sites. A key element of this work would be the promotion of a premier business park in the Chester area for business activity where there is a genuine current or prospective competitive edge for the sub-region in the regional, national and international market place. However, further research is required to assess the quality of sites, the target sectors and the optimal location for that development.
7 
Recommendations

The Council therefore recommends that the Panel:
· Clarifies the timescales indicated for Green Belt review;

· Includes reference in paragraph 7.20 to the need for strategic planning of the Green Belt across the West Cheshire-North East Wales sub-region, as identified in RPG paragraph 3.32; 

· Clarifies the terms “exceptional substantial strategic change” and “exceptional small scale detailed boundary changes”; and
· Amends paragraph 7.21 to state: “… to meet operational aviation related infrastructure requirements at Liverpool John Lennon and Manchester Airports, or the release of land for a Regional Investment Site / Knowledge Nuclei Site in the Chester area, if justified after full consultation and consideration of alternative sites within the West Cheshire-North East Wales sub-region”.
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