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Introduction

1. In February 2004 the Deputy Prime Minister invited the three northern Regional Development Agencies to show how the North could unlock the potential for faster economic growth and bridge the output gap between the North of England and the rest of the country.

2. In response the Northern Way Steering Group, led by the three northern RDA’s, developed the Northern Way Growth Strategy, published in September 2004.  The strategy has its genesis in the realisation that the economy of the North is under performing with a gap currently around £30 billion between the combined output of the three Northern regions and the England average.
3. The strategy is based on detailed analysis of the North’s economic assets, weaknesses and potential. In essence the Northern Way’s approach to the acceleration of economic growth over the next 20 years has been guided by the principles of:
· Adding value by tackling pan regionally ten key challenges facing the North including the creation of truly sustainable communities and improving connectivity;

· Accelerating growth across the North’s eight city regions, identified in the strategy, which together offer the greatest potential for significant economic growth.  
4. The Regional Spatial Strategy, in setting out the long-term strategy for the spatial development of the North West, is able to make a significant contribution to the achievement of the Northern Way Growth Strategy through the wider adoption of its principles. The Northern Way Sustainable Communities Team, (NWSCT) therefore broadly welcomes the draft RSS. However, we consider some elements of the draft RSS could usefully be strengthened so as to fully embrace the Northern Way Growth Strategy and enable the acceleration of the North’s economic growth, particularly in relation to the housing offer. It is against this background that we comment on this matter.
Housing: its rôle in accelerating economic growth

5. Before turning to the Panel’s specific questions it is important to highlight the rôle housing can play in accelerating economic growth. The Northern Way Growth Strategy notes that

“Our economic success will depend, in part, upon whether the North offers a wide choice of communities that are desirable places to live”. (Northern Way Steering Group, 2004)
6. NWSCT has been conducting research examining how the North’s residential offer, as a significant determinant of place quality, could contribute to accelerating city regions’ economic growth. The emerging findings of the NWSCT’s ongoing research
 show that:

· the right kinds of new homes in the right locations have the potential to underpin and support the acceleration of economic growth;

· extending this further, creating the optimum conditions for economic competitiveness and growth requires that we raise the quality of our places, in particular city regions’ overall residential offer;

· the future residential offer must provide for key groups that will underpin the North’s economy: (i) recent graduates; (ii) family builders; (iii) workers in the knowledge economy.

Scale and Distribution – Methodology and Evidence Base 

7. In the light of the foregoing, NWSCT would argue that to secure a future residential offer that enables acceleration of economic growth in our city regions, it is inappropriate to look solely at the quantum of new housing in isolation. A more comprehensive approach is appropriate, taking account of the current dwelling stock, the need for a wider range of dwellings, and to improve quality.
8. Although policy L2 promotes greater understanding of housing markets, addressing range and quality in so doing, it is unclear how this relates to the overall scale of net new dwellings provided for in policy L4 and table 9.1.
Flexibility

9. To enable the greater understanding that emerges from the work implied by policy L2 to be reflected in the implementation of RSS, NWSCT considers a robust monitoring and management mechanism to be essential. Within such a mechanism, flexibility should be afforded to planning authorities that enables the housing objectives and policies of the RSS to be delivered over time.
10. The importance of monitoring and management, as an element of the plan-led system, was highlighted in research undertaken by GVA Grimley commissioned by NWSCT. A sound mechanism should be:

· both forward and backward looking, reviewing updated forecasts and projections of economic activity and population, as well as the more traditional ‘performance’ data such new permissions and completions;

· a structured process, mirroring that by which regional spatial strategy itself is developed, i.e. comprising a number of (mini) steps including demographic and economic analysis, determination of dwelling and employment land requirements, etc;

· conducted at least annually, to reflect the dynamism of the economy and with it the housing market.

11. Although we infer that the draft North West RSS takes a ‘plan, monitor, manage’ approach to delivering its housing policies, how it would operate in practice is unclear and there is no indication of what would be appropriate responses to monitoring data.

12. As implied by the Panel’s questions, one such response would require greater flexibility in policy from the outset. Otherwise, the North West Regional Assembly has only the solitary and blunt management tool of selective or partial review available to it. We would therefore encourage the Panel to consider whether provision should be made in policy L4, linked to the annual monitoring report, for limited acceleration or dampening of the quantum of housing to be provided in any given year.
Phasing

13. In turn, it would be appropriate to phase housing provision so that it is related much more clearly to economic prospects as well as availability of land. This would better direct the development of homes to the right places to support economic growth. One example of a risk with the non-phased approach proposed in policy L4 and table 9.1 is that job growth in a city region outpaces housing provision (not only in terms of quantum of supply but also type and tenure) thereby perpetuating the unsustainable spatial distribution of the past.
Reflection of Emerging National Policy in Draft PPS3
14. The new PPS3 seeks to secure the delivery of wide choice of housing types, a better balance between housing demand and supply and improved affordability. It also sets out to create sustainable, inclusive, mixed communities in all areas. Whilst the NWSCT welcomes the flexibility in PPS3 in the planning for new homes we do not consider that it fully succeeds in setting a comprehensive context for achieving this that recognises significant differences in regional circumstances. In particular, it inadequately recognises the need and opportunity for new homes to support and reinforce economic growth. We would therefore argue that, in assessing draft RSS against the draft PPS3, the Panel should note the NWSCT’s concerns about the latter.

Conclusion 

15. We wish to direct the EIP Chairman to the following points: 

· Regional Spatial Strategies present the opportunity to provide the spatial framework for the acceleration of economic growth. The NWSCT, therefore, considers that RSSs must include provision for housing of the correct type and located within the correct locations to support this economic growth. It is not purely an issue of housing numbers.

· The NWSCT considers that within the constraints of the existing approach to planning for housing provision, there is scope to provide for a more effective monitoring and management system.
· Phasing of housing provision would enable it to be better linked to economic prospects.
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