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NW RSS EIP – Matter 2D: Rural Issues


(i)  Are rural issues, including the development needs of small towns, adequately addressed in the draft RSS?

Context
· Rural Strategy, 2004

· Regional Rural Delivery Framework (RRDF), 2006
, supported by 
· Report on State of the Rural NW Region, 2005, Pion

· PPS7 Sustainable Development in Rural Areas

· PPS 9  Biodiversity and Geological Conservation

· Rural Services Review

· Regional Economic Strategy Transformational Action 56

· Sustainable Farming and Food Strategy

· Regional Forestry Framework and Action Plan 2006

· NW Rural Social and Community Programme 2006

· Access to Services (Rural Innovation, commissioned for GONW, 2006)

GONW Views
We support the mainstreaming of rural issues in the RSS.
We consider that alignment of rural issues with regionally agreed Regional Rural Delivery Framework (RRDF) should be articulated more strongly in the RSS. The RRDF is an enabling framework that integrates and joins up delivery across the full range of partner activities impacting on rural areas and communities and specifically provides greater clarity and focus on the priority issues.
The rural areas constitute 81% of the land area of the NW. The rural areas make a significant contribution to the region in terms of food production, land management, landscape maintenance, forestry and woodland, tourism, productivity, recreation and environmental protection including renewable energy creation and as a setting for business generally.  

The 6 headline rural priorities of the RRDF have been developed and agreed by a regional forum including the NWRA, NWDA, GONW, delivery partners and rural stakeholders committed to securing sustainable future for rural areas and communities.
The following comments on rural issues are broken down to the priorities determined in the RRDF.
RRDF1 - Maximising the economic potential of the regions rural areas.

The general emphasis of the Regional Spatial Strategy is that policy for economic growth is concentrated on the urban areas.  The rural economy is almost as diverse as the urban area. The proportion of VAT registered businesses in the rural North West amounts to 40% of the total, double the proportion of people living in the rural areas. Positive planning policy at regional and the local level needs to be in place to encourage appropriate rural economic growth and farm diversification to continue this progress. This approach needs to be undertaken in areas of need as well as areas of opportunity.
Policy RDF2 Key Service Centres and Policy W1 Strengthening the Regional Economy and Policy W3 Supply of sub regional and local employment land need to have regard of these issues. 
RRDF 2 – Supporting Sustainable Farming and Food
A key theme in the national strategy for Sustainable Farming and Food is the contribution that agriculture and the related land based sectors can make to future economic and social well being.  This extends from a viable industry through wider environmental economic and cultural benefits.

The conversion of farm and other rural buildings for appropriate purposes, in scale with their rural location, should be permitted to assist with the diversification of farm and rural businesses. 
RRDF 3 – Improving access to affordable rural housing
The actions suggested in the RRDF are in line with the Regional Housing Strategy
.
In high demand areas where there is a shortage of affordable housing, sites allocated should be maximised for affordable housing.  This should be complemented by planning conditions or obligations to ensure that the properties remain affordable. Assessment of need, at a local level should be made through appropriate local housing needs surveys that are compatible with wider sub-regional housing market assessments. The links between housing provision in rural areas and economic growth and social cohesion should also be determined.

Policy L5 Affordable Housing and Policies L2 –L4 need to take account of the rural aspects of housing provision in the region.
RRDF 4 – Ensuring fair access to services for rural communities
The Regional Spatial Strategy rightly emphasises the need for rural communities to access services and rural transport provision.  While the Key Service Centres (KSC) will play a role in the base for delivery it is also suggested that flexible and innovative schemes which have been undertaken are mainstreamed to allow services to be taken to rural communities. The multifunctional and co-located buildings to meet local needs should be promoted. Fair access also needs to be considered in relation to car usage. 
RRDF 5 – Empowering rural communities and addressing rural social exclusion
This RRDF priority links very strongly with the 2nd bullet in RDF3. This priority encompasses many aspects of all five of the other RRDF priorities, in particular issues of employment, affordable housing and access to services. It is vital that issues identified at the local level through Statements of Community Involvement and related Community Plans (including Parish Plans) do adequately influence the contents of Local Development Frameworks (LDFs) and other sub-regional and regional strategies. The RSS needs to ensure that there is a suitably clear process for local needs to have an appropriate pathway to influence.

RRDF 6 – Enhancing the value of our environmental inheritance

The prudent use of air, soil and water resources should be more prominent in the RSS. Protection of soils both of high agriculture land quality and environmental quality should be better defined in line with PPS 7. Catchment sensitive farming and other environmental initiatives should be promoted to achieve the objectives of the Water Framework Directive
 and other environmental objectives. Landscape, biodiversity issues need to be linked with opportunities for forestry and woodland creation in line with the Action Plan of the Regional Forestry Framework. 
 Links with the Green Infrastructure for development within and between towns and cities should be promoted; this has been dealt with in Policy EM3 Green Infrastructure.
Development needs of small towns
There is concern about how a key service centre is defined and their roles.  The LDF and LDD are required by PPS7 to specifically identify these settlements. We do not believe that this is a function of the RSS. It would be appropriate for the criteria for KSC to be fixed in the Regional Spatial Strategy and applied consistently at the sub regional and local level.  This could then be applied across the North West not just in the shire counties but also into the sparse rural and urban fringe areas. Villages and other small settlements (which amount to 51% of the NW rural population) outside the KSC in the urban fringe and sparse rural areas currently fall between RDF2 and RDF3, despite their relative importance to proximate communities, including pubs, village halls, playing fields etc.
The links between development outside the KSC and PSA4 Defra lagging areas (Copeland, Allerdale, Eden and West Lancashire) seems to give preference to these lagging areas over areas that may have opportunities. The Defra lagging areas should be seen as an indicator rather than a targeting tool. The use of the Public Benefit Recording System as devised by the Forestry Commission may be able to assist in decisions relating to funding intervention. Appropriate and sustainable rural development should continue to be supported in areas of need and opportunity to produce continued rural economic growth.

Suggestions to address GONW concerns
· The RRDF needs to be included in the list in Draft RSS Part 1 Paragraph 3 at the Aligning Key Strategies in the North West.

· The Headline Rural Priorities of the RRDF should be assimilated into the policy RDF3. 
Headline Rural Priorities RRDF
1
Maximising the economic potential of the region’s rural areas

2
Supporting sustainable farming and food.

3
Improving access to affordable housing

4
Ensuring fair access to services for rural communities.

5
Empowering rural communities and addressing rural social exclusion.

6
Enhancing the value of our rural environmental inheritance.

· Increase the prominence of the rural areas in the region to articulate their importance across many issues. The scale diversity and interrelationships of the rural areas are not conveyed in the document. 
· Positive policies are required to support appropriate and sustainable development in rural areas. Appropriate development will be needed both in areas which are lagging economically
, but also in areas of opportunity.

· W1 - Support for sustainable development and diversification of the rural economy. However, Cumbria should not be singled out for particular reference in respect of rural matters.

· W3 - Need to expand beyond the Key Service Centre and into smaller settlements when appropriate to support the requirements of the locality. 

· The outcomes of the rural elements in the policies in RSS including the sub regional policy frameworks need to be monitored closely. This is to ensure that the mainstreaming approach of this RSS delivers equitable outcomes for the region’s rural areas.
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� Lagging areas are defined in Annex B of Defra Public Service Agreement Technical Note
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