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Matter 7:
Manchester City Region and South Cheshire

7A
Sub-regional Strategy

(i)
Does the strategy communicate a clear, sustainable and appropriate vision for the sub-region? If not how should the strategy be modified? In particular:

 

·
do the proposals for employment, housing, transport and the environment amount collectively to a coherent and appropriate vision for the sub-region;

·     
are the proposals for employment land (of various kinds) appropriate and achievable;

·
are the transport proposals adequate and logical in relation to the strategy as a whole; 

·     
is adequate attention paid to issues of climate change and the protection of the environment; 

·    
 are there any other material deficiencies, which you perceive in the plan as it affects the sub-region; 

·     
do you believe the proposals to be deliverable, through the development plan system or in other ways;

·
the extent to which cross-border issues have been considered, especially in relation to High Peak;

·
how will the sub-regional sub-area priorities be monitored. 

(ii) 
Is there an inconsistency in the strategy as it affects the Manchester City Region in that most of the economic opportunities are said to be in the southern part whereas most of the housing is not? If so does this raise issues of sustainability?


(iii)
Are there any issues affecting the South Cheshire sub-region which might require the plan to be modified

Opening Comments

1.
Vale Royal Borough Council welcomes the inclusion of a sub-regional framework for the Manchester City Region in the RSS. It performs an important role in setting out key strategic spatial policies to support the ambitions of the Manchester City Region Development Plan. The Borough Council is satisfied, overall, that the Manchester City Region sub-regional framework deals with matters that are of genuine regional and sub-regional importance, consistent with advice in PPS11 (para. 1.5)

2.
The sub-regional framework has been informed by work undertaken by the former Greater Manchester local authorities with input from Congleton, Macclesfield, Vale Royal and High Peak Borough Councils along with Cheshire County Council. This work has established a general consensus about the broad strategy for the sub-region, particularly in terms of the scale and location of housing and employment development. 

3.
The Borough Council’s views on the individual policies within the sub-regional framework are set out below

Policy MCR1 Manchester City Region Priorities

4.
The Borough Council would question the sustainability of concentrating employment development around Manchester Airport other than that which is required to be there because of an operational need linked to the airport.

5.
The Council considers that the delivery of Green Infrastructure is a vital component of planning policy. Reference to the role of community forests and regional parks should, therefore, be included in the policy text rather than being relegated to supporting text. 

Policy MCR2 Regional Centres and Inner Areas

6.
The Borough Council agrees with the overall thrust of this policy. There is reference to the Inner Areas being the ’first priority’ in terms of new residential development. Vale Royal has no objection to the achievement of significant new residential development there but is unclear about how establishing this area as the ‘first priority’ will be implemented. The Council feels that perhaps it would be better expressed as a ‘very high priority’.

Policy MCR3 Southern Part of the Manchester City Region 

7.
Although the Borough Council is satisfied with the broad intent of this policy – to encourage further investment in an area which has significant additional potential to enhance the region’s economy along with maintaining a reasonable supply of new housing – it raises objections to a number of specific aspects of the policy.

8.
The Council can see no justification for the controls placed on employment development within the southern part of the City Region falling outside the listed key growth drivers. The policy says that proposals for other economic development would only be acceptable if they pass four tests. These are set out and commented on below:

9.
It is required to meet local needs
The Council has no particular objection to this criterion although, arguably, it is already covered by policy W3.

10.
It is in an area of significant deprivation
This criteria is unjustified and unacceptable. Although locating new employment development within areas of deprivation is a laudable aim, there is no good planning reason why development shouldn’t take place elsewhere. Development outside but in the vicinity of deprived neighbourhoods and accessible from them by foot, cycle and public transport may have the same benefits. A strict application of the criteria would also appear to rule out Class B1 office development within the town centres if it didn’t support one of the growth sectors identified in the policy. This would be at odds with policy W3 which seeks to direct office development to the regional centres, regional town and city centres and key service centres in accordance with PPS6. 

11.
An example in Vale Royal which illustrates the shortcomings of this criterion is the proposed development of the Winnington Urban Village. This will be a major mixed-use development on a former chemical works site to the north west of Northwich town centre. It is an allocation in the Council’s 2006 adopted Local Plan and currently the subject of a planning application. It will comprise a mixed-use development and will include 1200 dwellings, a new village centre, community facilities and employment development. The site is not within an area of what could be described as significant social and economic deprivation but nonetheless represents a highly sustainable new development, entirely consistent with key aspects of Government planning policy. Its sustainability credentials are significantly enhanced by the inclusion of new employment development. Again, a strict application of the criterion could rule out this key element of the scheme. 

12.
The Borough Council’s experience, particularly since the approved RSS became part of the development plan, is that even modest planning application proposals are scrutinised against the detailed wording of RSS policies. It is important therefore that RSS policies are very clear. The Borough Council considers that this criterion fails this requirement. It is not clear what is meant by ‘significant’ deprivation and where such areas start and stop. 

13.
It is within an existing employment area
The Council feel that this criterion is similarly ambiguous, specifically how the extent of employment areas will be defined. It is also unduly restrictive. There is no basis for this criterion in PPG4 or any other Government policy. In fact it runs directly contrary to Government policy that supports the creation of mixed-use neighbourhoods (e.g. in paragraph 27(ii) of PPS1). The criterion, on the other hand, seems to re-establish the concept of zoning. 

14.
It is of an appropriate scale
This criterion is unnecessary. This requirement is covered by the first criterion. If a development meets local needs then it must automatically follow that it is of an appropriate scale. 

15.
The Borough Council also considers that the final paragraph of the policy relating to residential development should be clarified.  It refers to ‘…residential development to meet local and affordable housing needs, plus a limited amount of general market housing…’ 

This could give the impression that housing to meet local needs is something other than general market housing. Housing to meet local housing needs, however, will involve the provision of market housing. In the Council’s view it should simply say that residential development will be permitted to meet local housing needs plus a limited amount of additional housing in sustainable locations to support agreed local regeneration priorities. An element of affordable housing should be sought as part of all new residential development in accordance with policy L5. 

16.
Policy L5 recognises that the southern part of the Manchester City Region will be one of a number areas where the need for affordable housing will be at its greatest. Vale Royal will not be unique in not being able to achieve its identified affordable housing need through the application of its affordable housing quota policy for new market housing schemes. One way to address this, in part, would be to permit 100% affordable housing developments to come forward within districts in this area on top of the general housing requirement. This is an approach that has recently been adopted by Vale Royal Borough Council in its Local Plan (June 2006). 

Policy MCR4 – Northern Part of the Manchester City Region

17.
The Borough Council has no specific comments to make on this policy. 

Policy MCR5 – Strategic Framework for the Regional Town of Warrington

18.
The Borough Council has no specific comments to make on this policy. 

The Scale and Distribution of Housing and Residential Development in the City Region

19.
It is Vale Royal Borough Council’s view that the draft RSS policies will not result in a significant imbalance between the scale and location of housing relative to employment development. Rather, the RSS presents an approach that seeks to achieve a more sustainable pattern of employment and housing provision. However, it must be acknowledged that this cannot be achieved overnight. In the meantime, it would be wrong to place restrictions to limit new economic investment within those parts of the City Region (including the southern part of the City Region) that offer the greatest prospects for growth.  Putting this issue into a wider context, the continued and further economic success of the Regional Centre and the southern part of the City Region will play an important role in bridging the £29 billion output gap between the North and the rest of the UK which is the overall objective of the Government’s Northern Way Growth Strategy.

20.
If economic development is constrained through overly restrictive planning policies within the southern part of the city region then this, in the Borough Council’s view, is not in the interests of the City Region, the North West or the North of England.  

21.
The broad strategy for the sub-region set out in the RSS is the best and most sustainable approach, since it aims to move us to a position as soon as possible where environmental, social and economic well-being is optimised throughout the sub-region. This is fundamentally good and positive planning. It ultimately leads to a position where there is:

· a strong and vibrant Regional Centre able to successfully compete at an international level;

· an inner area with a revitalised residential community host to a mix of housing and benefiting from local employment opportunities and neaby employment within the Regional Centre that is highly accessible by public transport;

· a continued role played by the southern part of the City Region to implementing the Manchester City Region Development Plan supported by a continued and reasonable supply of new housing development;

· a transformation of the northern part of the City Region in terms of its housing and environmental offer which enables it to compete more effectively for new economic investment.

7B
Housing Issues

(i)
Is the sub-region’s housing provision and distribution appropriate and achievable? Are the PDL targets in Table 9.1 realistic, deliverable, and based on robust evidence?

1. 
Vale Royal Borough Council considers that the proposed figure of 500 dwellings per annum as set out in table 9.1 of RSS is appropriate for the Borough given the Borough’s regeneration needs and the existing, significant stock of brownfield sites.
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2.
The table below details annual housing completions within Vale Royal from 1996 to date and demonstrates that completions over this period have, until the recent introduction of a moratorium on windfall housing development, consistently exceeded 500 dwellings per annum and the relevant Structure Plan requirement.

3.
In the recently adopted Vale Royal Borough Local Plan First Review Alteration, which covers the period up to and including the year 2016, the Council has had to focus its entire housing requirement on just three regeneration sites in the towns of Northwich and Winsford in order not to exceed the current average annual housing development rates for the Borough as set out in the Cheshire Structure Plan Alteration (350 dwellings per year). 

4.
It has furthermore been necessary to impose what is effectively a moratorium on new-build windfall development to 2016 to ensure that the current Structure Plan Requirement is not significantly exceeded.

5.
The Council faced considerable challenges to this approach at its recent Local Plan Inquiry (September-December 2005) and there was significant pressure to release additional land for housing development within Northwich and Winsford as well as in the other settlements of the Borough. Whilst the Local Plan Inspector supported the Council’s strategy of concentrating allocations in and on the edge of Northwich and Winsford to secure major regeneration benefits, he acknowledged the considerable pressure within the Borough for the release of further land for housing development. Many of the sites being promoted are themselves previously developed sites in sustainable locations that could bring about benefits in terms of the regeneration of parts of the Borough. The Council’s 2002 Urban Capacity Study identified that there was scope for about 7,000 new dwellings to come forward in Vale Royal through the conversion of existing urban buildings or through the development of urban brownfield sites in sustainable locations by 2016. 

6.
The Borough Council is therefore not only confident that it will be able to meet the proposed requirement of 500 dwellings per annum but that that such a figure is necessary to allow the Council to achieve further important regeneration through the development of derelict and underused brownfield land in sustainable locations. The Borough has a significant legacy of derelict and underused land from a once extensive chemical sector based on the presence of local salt deposits. 

7.
The Borough Council supports the indicative target that at least 80% of housing provision should on brownfield land and through the conversion of existing buildings. The proportion of new housing development taking place on previously developed land in the Borough has increased significantly over recent years since the Council has sought to prevent the release of further greenfield housing sites in response to PPG3. In 2001/2 only 33% of new housing was on brownfield land, but by 2003/4 this proportion had increased to 68%. The Council is confident that following completion of the Kingsmead development in Northwich – a substantial greenfield housing development granted planning permission in the early 1990’s - this proportion will continue to increase and it is anticipated that figures averaging over 90% to 2011 and 95% to 2016 can be achieved. The proposed target for Vale Royal is therefore considered to be both realistic and deliverable on the basis of the housing provision currently contained in RSS.  

8.
Should the Panel decide to increase the housing figure for the Borough much beyond 500 dwellings/year upwards on the basis of, for example, the 2003 based household projections, then the Council would be less confident of its ability to meet this PDL target. The Council has recently commissioned consultants to undertake an assessment of Housing Land Availability within the Borough to identify future housing potential within the Borough. It will inform the Council’s forthcoming Core Strategy and Housing Development Plan Documents.  
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