Respondent Number 585

Matter 4A: Overall Housing Strategy 


SUBMITTED DRAFT REGIONAL SPATIAL STRATEGY FOR THE NORTH WEST OF ENGLAND

EXAMINATION IN PUBLIC

STATEMENT BY ENVIRONMENT AGENCY
(i) Is the methodology and evidence base underpinning the scale and distribution of housing in policy L4 sound? Does the amount and distribution of housing reflect and reinforce proposals for the spatial distribution of economic growth and regeneration priorities (including HMRAs)? Does the distribution of housing reflect the draft RSS’s regional and sub-regional spatial framework?
The Environment Agency does not feel that the amount and distribution of the housing is sound for two reasons.

An initial assessment by the Environment Agency of the pressures that the numbers and distribution of houses in RSS will place on environmental and infrastructure capacity has been carried out.  It is not clear (see response to Matters 1C (iv) and 6A (iv)) if currently these levels can be achieved within environmental limits or within existing infrastructure capacity.  

It is unclear if the distribution has considered the consequences in relation to the living and working elements of RSS and the impacts on the need to travel. A spatial distribution of homes and jobs which leads to uncertainty in movement in the region is unlikely to be compatible with living within environmental limits and achieving a sustainable low carbon economy.  

Solutions we call for:
· A greater recognition that growth, especially houses, must be infrastructure and capacity led (see matter 6A (iv)).

· A clear recognition that linear annual rates of housing provision may not be achievable due to infrastructure capacity rates, and that phasing may required (see Environment Agency Response to Matter 4A (ii) for more details).  

· A greater emphasis with DP1 on the principle of reducing the need to travel, especially through promoting efficient and mixed use development on previously developed sites, well served by public transport.  This should be backed up by the requirements to set targets to change the way we travel. See our representations on Matter 1E (iv).  

(ii) Does the draft RSS need to be more flexible in terms of the housing provision to ensure it can respond to changes over the Plan period?

We need to take into account the co-ordinated provision of necessary infrastructure when releasing land.  The importance of flexibility/phasing of provision of infrastructure must be noted. 

RSS needs to set the framework which will allow the flexible provision of housing at a more local level which takes into account wider than just traditional infrastructure provision.  Flexibility is essential if some of the less well understood infrastructure constraints and deficiencies (such as water and waste water treatment capacity and green infrastructure) are to be addressed (as outlined in policies EM3 and EM5).  

Solutions we call for:

· The Environment Agency’s comments on the need to provide additional clarity as to what is encompassed by the reference to infrastructure (policy L4) and implication this might have on phasing (paragraph 9.21 draft RSS) still stand.  We would recommend that the text changes suggested on page 34 of our response to Draft RSS be recommended for inclusion in RSS.  

· This needs to link with the delivery and implementation of RSS, especially in relation to providing guidance for the LDF process and the understanding of the requirements of delivery bodies.  Detailed work, guidance and supporting evidence should be developed around on infrastructure and phasing requirements. 

(iv) Should the draft RSS include indicative phasing of the housing figures set out in Table 9.1?

As mentioned under Matter 4A (ii), flexibility of provision may be required to ensure implementation of appropriate infrastructure.  If investigations indicate rates and/or timescales of growth which exceed infrastructure capacity, the Environment Agency feels that phasing of growth within a local authority or even with parts of the same authority will be necessary to mitigate any impact on the environment.  We do not have the understanding to say if this phasing could be set at this time.  

Solutions we call for:

· Place a priority on carrying out necessary work to help understand the extent such phasing would need to be undertaken on environmental capacity grounds.  The Environment Agency would be happy to provide assistance to these investigations.  

· At a future review of RSS, set out more detailed phasing of policy L4 if evidence suggests it is required.

