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Matter 3A: Economic Development
(i) Is there a sound evidence base for the employment land provisions set out in Tables 8.2 and 8.3?
1.
The presentation of the evidence base in Table 8.2 is confusing and misleading when compared to the data in the ARUP study and the Technical Appendix.  There is no clear explanation of how the data from the ARUP study has been translated into table 8.2.  For example the figures in Row A show the current supply of committed sub-regional employment land and local employment land as at 2005, e.g. Cheshire (and we assume Warrington) the figure is 1159.8, however these figures are different to those in the ARUP study which for Cheshire and Warrington is 1491.24.  While the footnote refers to the fact that this figure excludes sites identified as strategic regional sites, there is no breakdown in the technical appendix of which sites were deducted and the site areas.  There is also no mention of the fact that sites under 5 ha are included in the figure, but are not itemised in the ARUP study. This makes clarifying the data used by ARUP’s difficult and incomparable with our own monitoring information. 
2.
Table 8.2 states that the employment land supply for Cheshire (and it is assumed Warrington, although not stated) is 1159.8 hectares.  In Cheshire, large sites such as Ince Marshes (140 hectares) and Stanlow (180 hectares) are included within this figure.  These large sites skew the average site size to over 20 hectares.    This assessment does not account for the fact that Ince Marshes is a restrictive allocation for a particular use, nor that Stanlow Special Policy Area as a whole is 180 hectares, however in reality the sites in Stanlow are much smaller parcels of land.   The type of allocation and the lack of alternative land uses for these sites prevents their de-allocation.
3.
Excluding Ince Marshes and Stanlow from the figures in row A of table 8.2 brings the current supply of committed employment land to 839.8 hectares, which is below the suggested indicative supply of 868.68 hectares in row G of Table 8.2.  Also excluding the large sites, the current allocated land supply is also constrained as a consequence of physical constraints, access difficulties and locations within heavily industrialised areas.  The Cheshire 2016 Structure Plan Alteration EIP Panel Report endorsed the view that the oversupply of employment land in the County was more theoretical than actual.  On these grounds it is suggested that the deallocation of employment land on the scale suggested will not be required in Cheshire, although a review of existing supply is required to ensure that supply is available in the appropriate quantity and quality. 
4.
The County Council has some reservations about the evidence base used and the way it has been interpreted in the policies and supporting text.   The geographical areas used for collecting the evidence base are large i.e. Cheshire (and Warrington?) and the conclusions in terms of policy steer are then drawn at this sub-regional level.   Assumptions on site size made at this geographical level do not account for large sites in certain districts which skew the overall picture for the sub-region as a whole.  The supply of large sites is not the case in all of Cheshire’s districts but it is difficult to dis-aggregate the evidence base due to the way the information has been collated i.e. no individual records of sites under 5 hectares.   
5.
Therefore the overall conclusion is that it is difficult to assess if the evidence base is sound and some of the conclusions drawn from it in relation to Cheshire are incorrect.   We do not agree that Cheshire has an oversupply of employment land as quantified in Table 8.2, and the scale of the provision is due to large scale historic allocations which are not part of the general supply. 
6.
The County Council  supports a comprehensive review of existing employment allocations in line with ODPM guidance, but does not consider significant deallocation of employment land will be necessary in all Cheshire’s districts. 
(ii) Should the draft RSS set out employment land provisions at a district level as well as the sub-regional level?
7.
It is difficult to ascertain how the employment provision in Table 8.2 should be taken forward into LDD’s as the land supply has been considered on geographical rather than city region or district basis.  This geographical perspective does not assist our districts in translating this into their local area for preparing LDDs, particularly as they are included with Warrington. 
8.
On this basis while the evidence base of sub-regional land supply and land use in Tables 8.2 and 8.3 may be required to establish the policy framework in terms of employment land provision, the County Council thinks it unwise to translate the figures provided into a land requirement for each district.  It would be more appropriate for districts to do their own employment land forecasting based on local circumstances.  In the Cheshire 2016 Structure Plan Alteration the County moved from providing districts with individual land provision targets to a criteria based approach.   The Panel of the Cheshire 2016 Structure Plan Alteration in their Report agreed with the County Council’s approach and stated that forecasting employment requirements can be inaccurate and difficult to translate into future land requirements, since past trends do not always reflect changing economic circumstances or future needs.  This questions the use of the ‘recent success’ scenario employed for some sub-regions, while for other sub-regions the ‘transformational scenario’ has been used as the basis of the RSS economic policies. 
9.
The Panel of the Cheshire 2016 Structure Plan Alteration also agreed with the County Council’s view that the use of land supply targets has tended to focus attention on the quantity of land being allocated rather than the quality which many lead to the continuing rolling forward of allocations without proper re-assessment.  Providing targets can lead to the allocation of greenfield sites for the sake of meeting targets, rather then allocations in line with the sequential approach and the principles of sustainable development.   Also in the climate of encouraging mixed use developments, the contribution of employment from small town centre sites may not be reflected in the traditional figures approach.  In addition with the increasing growth of knowledge based economy traditional land allocations are not always appropriate.  
10.
Therefore the County Council does not think that providing district level land provision would be appropriate and that the sub-regional land supply should be a guide only and not part of the policy.   It may be appropriate to delete Table 8.2 and 8.3 from the final version of RSS altogether. 
(iii) On what basis have the broad locations for regionally significant economic development in Table 8.1 been selected and are the locations sustainable?           Do they reflect the regional spatial framework and sub-regional policy framework in the draft RSS?   How do they reflect and reinforce the spatial distribution of economic growth, regeneration priorities, and the broad housing locations, and what are the transport implications? 

11.
It is felt that there are insufficiently strong linkages between the broad locations for regionally significant economic development with the overarching employment policy in W1 and the sub-regional policy framework. 

12.
For example, the role of Crewe as a key regional town is recognised in Policy CH1 ‘South Cheshire’ and Table 8.1 identifies south of Crewe as a broad location for a regional investment site.  However the status of Crewe as a key regional town and a broad location for regionally significant economic development is not referred to in policy CH1 in terms of how it supports this role or W1 where the opportunities for strengthening the regional economy are set out.   Similarly, there is no reference to the role of South West of Chester as a broad location for knowledge based industries, in the sub-regional policy LCR4.  Also this broad location is still assigned to the West Cheshire sub region, which does not appear in this version of RSS.  
13.
‘South of Crewe’ is well related to the rail network and provides a good opportunity to maximise this potential for multi-modal facilities.   As discussed in Matter 5A there is no policy requirement in draft RSS for regional investment sites in the interests of sustainability to be designed or become, well related to public transport and accessibility to rail, port or commercial waterways, which is currently covered by Policy EC5 of RSS.   While it is recognised that an inter-modal freight terminal ‘South of Crewe’ may not be the prime purpose of the allocation, it appears to be the only opportunity within RSS to secure rail use on the Basford sites through the emerging policy framework. In the interests of sustainability RSS should promote maximising the opportunities for regionally significant economic development locations to be accessible by rail, port or commercial motorways. 
14.
The identification of South West of Chester as a broad location in Table 8.1 was selected to reflect proposals expected to emerge from the draft Sub Regional Spatial Strategy (SRSS) for West Cheshire and North East Wales, which included at the time a proposal for a premier business park to the ‘South West of Chester’.  This has been transposed into RSS as a proposal for a reserve knowledge nuclei site to the ‘South West of Chester’.

15.
Since the publication of Submitted Draft RSS in January 2005, the following consultation stage of SRSS was completed and amendments have been made to the Strategy in light of this, however these changes have not yet been formally agreed by the Steering Group as explained in Matter 8B.  These changes include the SRSS’s approach to proposed development in this location.  The SRSS now refers to a Premier Business Park in the ‘Chester area’.  In relation to the identification of strategic employment sites it is now anticipated that local authorities across the West Cheshire and North East Wales sub region will work together to identify the 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 West Cheshire North East Wales 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.  The policy approach in policy W2 of RSS needs to be broad enough in terms of sectoral priorities and locational selection to allow the formulation of these proposals through the approach set out in the SRSS and its forthcoming evolution.  For the RSS to support the SRSS approach the County Council would like to see the broad location for regionally significant development in Table 8.1 changed to ‘Chester’.  
16.
In terms of its identification as a ‘knowledge nuclei site’, the use of this term is also misleading.  Although Chester has an international reputation as a centre for financial and business services it is not a centre with specific links to the region’s higher education institutions or a strong reputation for research and development or knowledge based industries. The County Council would not want to restrict the sectoral priorities of any new development in the sub-region at this stage as this pre-determine the research that will be carried out to implement the SRSS.   
17.
Alderley Park however, which is listed in RES would be more suitably classified as a ‘knowledge nuclei site’.  The site and is identified as a strategic regional site conforming with the priority sectors in RES.  While major land expansion is not desirable due to its Green Belt location it still has potential to significantly contribute to the regional economy by intensification within its existing site rather than further land take. RSS should recognise that large land allocations are not necessary to enhance the region’s economy, in the current IT era and in the knowledge nuclei category. Alderley Park should be recognised within the Broad Locations for regionally significant employment development. 
18.
There is no evidence of how the identification of broad locations for regionally significant economic development have considered the principles of the Regional Development Principles set out in DP1.  Both of the broad locations identified in Cheshire would lead to the use of greenfield land and would not satisfy the sequential approach in ‘making better use of land, buildings and infrastructure’.   With reference to the selection of ‘South West of Chester’, the Sub Regional Strategy for West Cheshire and North East Wales (SRSS) supports the development of existing brownfield sites in city and town centres (in particularly Chester, Ellesmere Port and Wrexham) to create a network of complementary and specialist employment sites across the sub region.  One of which in Hooton, Ellesmere Port now has planning permission for a major new office park called Artillery Park.  The County Council remains concerned that the identification of ‘South West of Chester’ without background evidence and a detailed assessment of the potential of other locations within ‘Chester’ would undermine this aim of the SRSS and the principle of DP1. 

19.
With reference to the list of broad locations as a whole, there may be inconsistencies in the phasing and timing of economic growth across the region, which may be incompatible with regeneration priorities as development in the broad locations is implemented over different timeframes.  Some of the broad locations are well established as a concept for regionally significant economic development such as South of Crewe, where as other locations are new and require a considerable amount of  background research before impacts such as housing demand and transport could be quantified.  

20.
In terms of the transport implications of ‘South West of Chester’ as this concept is still in the embryonic stages this has not yet been assessed or considered at any level.  Progressing development on the sites ‘South of Crewe’ have been in discussion for a  significant amount of time and the complex transport implications are being addressed as referred to in Statement 5A.   On this basis it is argued that an assessment of the transport implications of the broad locations should be considered before they were selected.   This is another reason why the County Council wishes at this stage to adopt a precautionary stance towards selecting ‘South West of Chester’ as a broad location for regionally significant economic development of any nature.  
(iv) Are the land designations W2 focused enough in terms of use, or will they allow for significant B1 office development, which could undermine more sustainable town/city centre locations? 

21.
The County Council is concerned that the land designations in W2 could lead to significant office developments outside town/city locations.  This is why the County Council is taking a precautionary stance in terms of the broad location ‘South West of Chester’ and would like to see this broad location widened to ‘Chester’.  It is felt that this  should ensure that research is undertaken to assess all potential sites within Chester as a whole so that the selection of the broad location does not lead to significant B1 office development in an out of centre location that could be located within town centres in the West Cheshire sub-region. 
(v) Is there sufficient clarity regarding the types and scale of development, which will be permitted on reserve sites?   Do current trends in inward investment support the retention of reserve sites for “large scale manufacturing”? 
22.
The concept of reserve sites is not fully understood.  It is unclear if the concept of a reserve site indicates that there is a hierarchy within the typology of sites with a preference for sites not indicated as reserve sites to come forward first.   The assumption is made that Reserve Sites should be safeguarded from ‘general’ development until a unique opportunity for investment that would otherwise be lost to the region comes along.  The difficulty with this strategy is that the policy states that the sites should be ‘readily available’ which is defined as fully service and actively marketed.   In terms of ‘South West of Chester’ this is extremely premature in light of its embryonic stage of identification as a location for development, prior to any further research through he implementation of the SRSS and through the LDD process for Chester City Council.  Making this statement pre-determines decisions that should be made at a local level after considerable further evidence gathering.  If it is assumed that the Reserve Sites should become available and start to come forward over the 15 year timescale of RSS  then this is more realistic than the statement that Reserve Sties should be ‘readily available’ which one takes to mean immediately.   More clarity over the timescale of the development of Reserve Sties would be appreciated to assist in the evidence gathering that is required in the identification of the broad locations. 

23.
Also with the concept of Reserve Sites that there is the danger of allocating land exceptional to normal planning policy for the potential for investment that is never realised.  Historically, these sites are then developed in an unsustainable piecemeal approach. 
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