Respondent No. 622

Matter No. 7 (A)


RSS STATEMENT

Issues raised in the Borough Council’s response to RSS and elaborated upon in this note

1 The role of Warrington in the region (Matters 2A, 2B, 7A, 8A)

2 The borough’s housing requirement and strategy (Matters 4A, 7B, 8B)

3 Policy RT2 – Management and Maintenance of the Highway Network (Matter 5B)

Introduction

Warrington’s current position and role within the region is set by the framework established in the current Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS), RPG13. 

RPG13 was instrumental in bringing to an end a prevailing uncertainty over the future role of Warrington in the Region, in terms of whether or not it would continue to be a focus of planned growth. 

The certainty brought by RPG13 enabled the Council to demonstrate that development requirements could be met in the period to 2016, and beyond, through existing commitments and the re-use of previously developed land. 

This in turn justified a green belt boundary drawn very tightly around the edges of all key settlements in the borough. The UDP is the first borough-wide development plan ever adopted in Warrington. It was widely welcomed by Warrington’s communities, which have a track record of extensive involvement in the borough’s development plan preparation. 

The Council does not wish to promote an approach that departs from RPG13 and its priority is to secure continuity from the UDP framework into the Core Strategy of the Local Development Framework. 

The borough’s characteristics and current policy context

The borough’s population in 2001 was 191,200 and the 2005 mid-year estimate was 194,700. Warrington shares boundaries with Halton, the four metropolitan boroughs of St Helens, Wigan, Salford and Trafford, and the Cheshire districts of Vale Royal and Macclesfield.

The town of Warrington is by far the largest settlement in the borough. This, in part, reflects over 20 years of planned growth following its designation as a new town in 1968 until the demise of the Development Corporation in 1989. 

The Warrington New Town Outline Plan, approved in 1973, set out a strategy to expand the town’s population from about 120,000 to 200,000 by the year 2000. This was central to the government’s regional strategy of that time which saw Warrington as an economic growth point.

Whilst the planned rate of growth was not achieved and much of the supporting transport infrastructure was not put in place, the extensive housing and business development that has taken place during and since the new town era has markedly changed the status, profile and character of the town. Despite this, the new town development programme had remarkably little effect on the older urban areas of inner Warrington.

Since the end of the new town era, strategic planning policies in the Cheshire Structure Plan sought to slow down overall rates of growth in Warrington as the town neared its natural limits to growth. 

Its growth threatened to encroach on strategic environmental constraints including high quality agricultural land, the flood plain of the Mersey, important areas of nature conservation value, gaps between settlements, and open countryside. 

A protracted debate culminated in the recent adoption (January 2006) of the UDP that established a strategic approach based on regeneration and restraint in Warrington, within the overall strategic context provided by Regional Planning Guidance for the North West. 

The UDP established for the first time the detailed boundaries of the North Cheshire Green Belt in the borough (subject to a legal challenge in relation to the Peel Hall area south of the M62). Those boundaries were shown to be capable of enduring without change until at least 2026.

The need to re-focus investment and development to the conurbation cores of Liverpool, Salford and Manchester is now at the heart of the regional spatial and economic strategies for the north-west. 

To support this, the current Regional Spatial Strategy requires restraint on development in Warrington, to prevent the outward expansion of the town and its villages onto open land not previously committed to development; the need to achieve the ‘regeneration and restructuring’ of the older areas of the town is also recognised. That is the underlying strategy of the adopted UDP.

Warrington in the region

Warrington today is a thriving former new town situated in a strategic location in the region that places it within both the Liverpool and Manchester city regions. A consistent approach to policy across both is essential to provide a clear framework for development in the town, and to ensure that its role complements the regional centres and wider regeneration objectives for the city regions.

Warrington has played a pivotal role in the implementation of previous regional planning and economic development strategies that promoted the new town as a regional growth point and a focus for both public and private investment.

Regional priorities have now changed and the expansion of Warrington’s built form has reached natural limits to growth as defined by the recently adopted green belt boundaries in the borough. The key focus of regional strategies is now the regeneration of the conurbation cores of the city regions.

Warrington’s previous role, its economic success and locational advantages have inevitably generated a significant momentum for development in the town.

If carefully managed, this momentum can be harnessed to good effect in the short term to achieve the regeneration of the town’s older urban areas. The older area of the town still has capacity for growth through regeneration. These areas witnessed the decline of the town’s traditional manufacturing base through the new town era, but saw little by way of investment and redevelopment because of the attractive development opportunities in the expanding peripheral areas.

Its economic success can also be harnessed to assist the regeneration of other parts of the Mid-Mersey sub-region. Warrington provides employment opportunities for a wide area of the north-west including Halton, Knowsley, St Helens and Wigan. 

Warrington has sufficient allocations and commitments for housing and employment development in place to meet its forecast development requirements over the period covered by RSS until 2021. There will be no need for a strategic review of the north Cheshire green belt in the borough until at least 2021.

Housing

RPG13 sets the average annual housing requirement for Warrington at 380 dwellings (2002-2006). The UDP adopts the same rate as the basis of its housing policies. This equates to a total of 5700 dwellings over this full period.

Regional Guidance also provides that the focus of the approach in Warrington should be on achieving the regeneration and restructuring of the older areas and not allowing significant outward expansion of the town. It also requires the Council to ensure that there is no need to review green belt boundaries until at least 2021.

The only significant resource available to the Council to ‘achieve’ regeneration and restructuring of the older town is private investment in development, particularly through the demand for housing development.

Housing is therefore a fundamental element of this regeneration as it provides the necessary return from mixed use development schemes to make development of brownfield land, often contaminated, viable. Without the housing elements the regeneration schemes would simply not come forward.

In addition to the physical effects of regeneration, other direct benefits often arise from contributions to education facilities, health care, open space enhancement, sport and leisure provision, securing the future of listed buildings and enhancement of conservation areas. In a number of cases job guarantee schemes have been negotiated particularly during construction phases targeted at reducing worklessness in deprived areas. 

Affordable housing provision is also demanded from such schemes, and provision is only reduced or waived if detailed scrutiny of developers financial appraisals demonstrates that such provision, weighed together with all other material benefits, would undermine the viability of the development scheme altogether.  Apartments have become a feature of development schemes particularly in and around the town centre, where they will contribute to revitalising the town centre through additional contributions to the daytime and night time economy.

Regeneration could not have been achieved had the RPG13 Housing requirement been operated as a ‘maximum’. The support of regeneration has therefore led to a numerical problem of oversupply particularly in terms of annual average housing numbers measured against both RSS and UDP provision. 

Actions to control this have been as follows:

In February 2004 the Council adopted Supplementary Planning Guidance (SPG) – Restricting the Housing Supply, effectively implementing a presumption against housing development outside Warrington’s inner areas in support of RPG and the (then) Draft UDP Policy.

The December 2005 Annual Monitoring Report highlighted the ongoing oversupply situation and confirmed the need to review our SPG and implement a revised Supplementary Planning Document (SPD).  This SPD would stem from the full weight of UDP policy following adoption of the plan in January 2006, and the housing position at 1st April set out in our Annual Housing Land Report 2006 (HLR). 

The SPD is programmed for consultation at the beginning of November 2006. The SPD will inevitably propose tighter restrictions than those operated under the current SPG, now that the key regeneration sites are progressing. Build out rates are therefore expected to be high in the early years and then slow down (current AMR trajectory). We are in the very early years of RSS and our UDP period and the Council will significantly constrain future permissions for housing through the later years of these plan periods to bring the number of dwellings constructed closer in line with the RSS totals. 

Given the significance of the Housing requirement in assessing the longer term supply situation, the potential implication of any higher number for the permanence of the recently adopted green belt boundary, and the significance of recent regeneration initiatives in the town, the Council requires RSS to enable an approach to managing supply that provides flexibility, and not the rigid imposition of a maximum that is not to be exceeded in any circumstance. 

Policy RT2 – Management and Maintenance of the Highway Network

There is a need for greater clarity in the policy derivation, for example: 

“A clearer definition of Demand Management is required in the regional context, which explains its objectives and types of measures considered. It would be useful if the policy differentiated between measures targeted at restricting or deterring single car occupancy and those measures targeted at promoting the use of alternative modes of transport, such Public Transport and Park and Ride schemes. Alternatively, measures which promote alternative modes could be dealt with in a separate policy”. 
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