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STATEMENT BY THE CUMBRIA ASSOCIATION OF LOCAL COUNCILS

(The Cumbria Association of Local Councils is the membership Association of the Town and Parish Councils and Parish Meetings in Cumbria)

1. The Association does not consider that the draft RSS adequately addresses the issues facing rural areas. It has three primary matters of concern about the RSS:

(i) it fails to provide an adequate vision of the nature of rural communities in the North West region in the future.

(ii) it fails to embrace the principles of community empowerment and subsidiarity

(iii) there is an over-reliance on the Key Service Centre approach as a policy tool to sustain and revitalise rural communities.

2. The RSS provides an adequate vision for the physical countryside  - an open countryside where biodiversity and heritage features are to be conserved. It does not, however, provide a similar vision for rural communities. Are we trying to retain the character of rural communities as they are now? Are we accepting that there will be changes? Which changes are acceptable and which are not? The RSS gives no effective guidance on these matters.

3. In the past rural planning has pursued the idea of ‘balanced’ rural communities – communities where there is a degree of balance in terms of age, socio-economic groups etc. This way of thinking is still commonplace in Cumbria, but it is unclear whether this is compatible with Government policy which now requires thinking in terms of ‘sustainable’ communities (GEN 9 “Sustainable Communities”). The RSS refers generally to sustainable communities, but fails to articulate what a sustainable rural community of the future should look like. What are we aiming for? Is striving for ‘balance’ no longer so important?

4. It is possible to argue that a rural community dominated by elderly people on above average incomes can satisfy most of the criteria of a ‘sustainable community’ as set out in Government policy. Indeed, retired people coming to live in rural Cumbria are starting to become vocal, tired of being labelled as the source of problems like the lack of affordable housing. They argue that they travel less and use local services and products more than younger people and thereby make a greater contribution to a sustainable rural community.

5. This issue about the kind of rural communities we are striving for is very complex and difficult, but it is absolutely crucial. Government policy accepts that a ‘sustainable communities’ are diverse, reflecting local circumstances. They can be biased to certain ethnic groups, socio-economic groups, age groups, but still sustainable.  If we are no longer so interested in maintaining some kind of ‘balance’ in our rural communities, then, for example, the need to spend so much time and effort trying to 
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deliver affordable housing for younger local people in rural areas would become questionable.

6. This Association looks to the RSS to provide a vision about the nature of rural communities in the future that will be shared by all and then worked up in more detailed plans and programmes. 

7. The statement in RDF 3 that plans and strategies should “seek to empower local communities to address their own needs” is welcome. The Association does, however, look to the RSS to set an example in this respect. We look to the RSS to provide (i) vision, and (ii) broad parameters for other plans and strategies – and no more. We believe that the RSS should follow the principle of subsidiarity and leave all matters that are not genuinely regional in significance for local determination.
8. The RSS should recognise that there is growing capacity at the local level for a ‘bottom-up’ approach to addressing rural issues. Examples are:

(i) the growing number of Parish and Community Plans

(ii) the adoption of ‘protocols’ by Principal Authorities to facilitate the integration of Parish and Community Plans into their own planning processes

(iii) Local Housing Market Studies

(iv) Local Accessibility studies linked to Local Transport Plans

All of these activities now have extensive community involvement and the RSS should be encouraging the rural elements of them to be welded together into local ‘rural development assessments’ to inform Local Development Frameworks and other plans and strategies, which are themselves then ‘controlled’ by the vision statements and broad parameters set out in the RSS. 

9. There are two main areas where the Association believes the RSS should be less prescriptive and leave it to local assessment and determination – the distribution of housing and the role of Service Centres.

10. The Association is broadly content with the total number of houses proposed for Cumbria in Table 9.1, but sees no justification for the specifying the numbers down to such a local level. The total Cumbria/N Lancashire allocation is only 10% of the regional total.  The allocations to West Cumbria/Furness and Lakes/Morecambe Bay represent only 3% and 5% respectively of the regional total and yet there are broken down into even finer detail. The Association can see no good purpose served by such prescription from the RSS, particularly when local Housing Market Studies are underway based on different geographical areas. 

11. The Association has similar concerns about over prescription with respect to policy RDF 2 on Key Service Centres and Table 7.1. The Association is most concerned at the central role this policy seems to have in the RSS as a mechanism for sustaining and revitalising rural settlements. We have two main doubts about the policy. 
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12. Firstly, we are very doubtful that the town and country planning system has sufficient ‘reach’ to ensure that the future distribution of public services will follow the Key Service Centre policy. Without the commitment of the public sector across the board the policy will be largely ineffectual. At present in rural Cumbria (as in other areas) people are marching on the streets to express their fears about changes in health service provision – particularly their spatial distribution and accessibility. There seems to be little chance of either the general public or Health Authorities taking any notice of the RSS or other planning policies in the final strategic decisions that will be taken. The same can be said with respect to the reviews of schools provision that are currently underway in Cumbria in response to falling school rolls.

13. Secondly, we believe that the size and functions of rural settlements lie in a varied continuum are not susceptible to being placed into crude categories for planning purposes as suggested in the RSS. The recognition of a settlement hierarchy is a useful analytical tool, but it can lead to an over simplistic approach to future planning. We believe that the role of settlements to function as a Service Centre has to be assessed locally on a settlement by settlement basis from which appropriate local policies should develop. The Association believes that policy RDF 2 should be recast to require plans and strategies to identify ‘Service Centres’ and describe their intended local functions and that all the named Key Service Centres in Table 7.1 should be removed.
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