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MATTER 7

MANCHESTER CITY REGION AND SOUTH CHESHIRE
Matter 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 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) Are there any issues affecting the South Cheshire sub-region which might require the plan to be modified?

1)
This matter covers two sub regions – Manchester City and South Cheshire.  It is appropriate that the RSS separately identifies South Cheshire as a sub-region. The area does not come within the Manchester City Sub Region; it falls within a different housing market area.  The Draft Final Report on Housing Market Areas in the North West (Ecotec September 2006) identifies Crewe, Nantwich, and Sandbach falling within the same housing market area.  While Alsager is close to Crewe, much of its working population travel across the regional boundary to Stoke on Trent.

2)
The South Cheshire sub-region is the smallest sub-region in the North West RSS, covering the whole of Crewe and Nantwich and the southern part of Congleton District.  It is one of two areas that are left over from the construction of the three main sub-regions centred on city regions.

3)
The spatial framework focuses on the three city regions of Manchester, Liverpool, and Central Lancashire and as a result two parts of the region fall outside these city regions – Crewe and Lancaster.  Each of the city regions encompasses a number of settlements within the sphere of influence.  These settlements have close functional relationships with the cities.  However, no consideration has been given to the close functional relationships that exist between settlements outside the city regions.  The distance between Crewe and Nantwich is only 4.5 miles.  The distances travelled between home and work within the urban areas of the largest cities, such as Manchester and Liverpool could be significantly greater.

4)
Paragraph 16.2 suggests that future plans for Crewe and Nantwich will need to “take account of the likely impact upon economic activity in North Staffordshire”.  Chapter 16 of the RSS does not explain the significance of Crewe’s location within a wider inter-regional zone which crosses the boundary between the North West and the West Midlands – the Crewe-Stoke sub-region.  This is referred to in the Final Report on “The Role and Function of Settlements in the North West” published in June 2005.  Map 4 on page 58 of the Report shows that there is significant commuting both from Crewe and Nantwich to Stoke on Trent and the Staffordshire Districts and in the opposite direction.  More people commuted to work from Crewe and Nantwich to Stoke on Trent/Staffordshire than to the Greater Manchester Districts.

5)
This demonstrates the important relationship between Crewe and Nantwich and nearby towns in the West Midlands.  The RSS does not provide a clear framework for future spatial planning in this part of the region.

6)
Paragraph 16.3 highlights the significant change that will occur in Crewe and Nantwich in the period up to 2021 with the delivery of the strategic employment site at Basford, south of Crewe.  The North West Regional Economic Strategy draws attention to the opportunities that exist for economic growth in a number of locations in the region, including Crewe.  The Regional Economic Strategy recognises that Crewe is an area that is already successful and that this success needs to be maintained for the benefit of the regional economy.  Crewe also has opportunities to develop a critical mass of knowledge-based businesses.  The Regional Economic Strategy also highlights the important cross-border economic linkages that exist, including with the West Midlands.  The success of the South Cheshire economy will have spin off benefits for North Staffordshire. 

7) The future economic prospects for the Crewe area will depend upon the provision of sufficient housing that is affordable.  The Crewe and Nantwich Housing Needs Survey 2005 indicates that the net annual need for affordable housing that will have to be provided through new build and conversions is 139 units.  The average annual supply between 2002 and 2005 was about 44 units.  The link between the future economic growth of South Cheshire and the importance of providing housing of all tenures to meet the needs of those wishing to take up jobs in the Crewe area needs to be given greater prominence.

Matter 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)
The proportion of housing proposed in Crewe and Nantwich is just 1.97% of the total provision for the region.  The adopted RSS (RPG13) makes provision for an average of 12,790 dwellings per annum in the region between 1996 and 2016.  Based on the current annual requirement for Crewe and Nantwich in the Cheshire Structure Plan 2016 for the period 2002 to 2016, which is an average of 380 dwellings per annum, the current proportion is 2.8%.

2) It is clear that the current RSS distribution seeks to constrain housing provision in Crewe and Nantwich.  Although the sub-regional projections are less robust than the regional projections, and are not regarded as “national statistics”, they do still provide an indication of the level of household growth that would occur if not constrained by the availability of housing.  In the case of Crewe and Nantwich, the projections show that household growth between 2003 and 2021 would be 10,000 whereas the RSS only requires the provision of 8,100 dwellings net. 
3) The methodology underpinning the proposed housing figures in Table 9.1 is not transparent.  We would ask the Panel to consider the extent to which the economic scenarios influenced the final scale and distribution of the housing provision.  We are particularly concerned that the housing provision for Crewe and Nantwich is below the level necessary to support the significant opportunity for economic growth and an increase in employment prospects arising from major commercial investment at Crewe.

4) The alternative scenarios set out in Table 4.17 in the Technical Appendix shows that based upon the long term trend of economic growth/medium economic activity rate scenario, provision should be made in Crewe and Nantwich for a net increase of 10,220 dwellings between 2003 and 2021.  The recent trend of economic growth/medium activity rate scenario results in a requirement for 12,908 dwellings over this period.  There is a lack of justification for the provision of less housing than is required to support economic growth.

5) The North West Household Growth Estimates Study (NLP August 2005) paragraph 3.48 refers to the historically high economic growth and high economic participation rates in Cheshire, and current economic growth is higher than the UK average.  It is anticipated that Cheshire’s economy will continue to perform strongly in the future, and the study therefore concludes that household forecasts under the ‘recent’ and ‘improvement’ scenarios should be considered.  However, the Assembly did not consider the ‘improvement’ scenario for any part of the region, despite the Table at Paragraph 5.16 of the Study concluding that the ‘Improvement/High’ scenario could be achieved in Cheshire, and that this would accord with the Northern Way Growth agenda.  The Table at Paragraph 5.14 sets out the key findings and issues/opportunities/risks for each of the sub regions, and in the case of Cheshire, it identifies that there is the greatest potential to move to 80% Economic Activity rate (from the current rate which is 77%), high house building offers the potential to address severe affordable housing needs, and the risks of overprovision of housing are limited given high housing market demand.

6) The Regional Development Agency has expressed similar concerns and has suggested that the level of provision in the region should be in the range 25,000 to 29,000 p.a. to ensure that housing policy does not act as an artificial constraint on economic growth.  The RDA is particularly concerned about the frequent references made in paragraph 9.19 of the RSS to continued restraint, limiting the provision of housing to meet local and affordable housing needs and considers that this would have a constraining effect on labour mobility within and into much of the North West and would be detrimental to the economic growth aspirations contained in the RES. 
7) The Spatial Distribution of Housing provision in Draft RSS compared to existing RPG13 (Table 4.16 on page 75 of the Technical Appendix) indicates that the proportion of the housing provision will be higher in the Manchester City Region and less in all of the other sub-regions.  In the case of South Cheshire the requirement expressed as a percentage of the total housing provision was 2.3% in RPG13 and in Draft RSS it is 1.97%..  The 2003 based household projections indicate that the increase in households and therefore the demand for housing in South Cheshire will result in the need to make provision in Crewe and Nantwich Borough for at least 10,008 dwellings which equates to an average of 556 net dwellings per annum.

8) Draft PPS3 at Paragraph 7 how the regional level of housing provision and distribution should be determined taking into account the Government’s overall ambition for affordability, the latest published household projections, the needs of the regional economy, sub-regional housing market assessments, sub-regional housing land availability assessments, environmental, social and economic implications of development and impact on infrastructure. Paragraph 8 advises that regional planning bodies should plan to distribute provision so that housing need and demand are met within the sub-regional housing market area unless there is very clear evidence that this is not possible, having regard to housing land availability, environmental, social and economic implications and impact on infrastructure. The Regional Assembly has not demonstrated that it is not possible to meet the need and demand for housing in this housing market area.  The amount of housing proposed for Crewe and Nantwich should reflect the demand for housing in this area.

9) Draft PPS3 also makes it clear that one of the Government’s objectives is to deliver a better balance between housing demand and supply in every housing market and to improve affordability where necessary.  The Ecotec study on Housing Market Areas in the North West commissioned by the Government Office identifies a housing market area centred on Crewe, Nantwich and Sandbach.  House prices in this area are higher than the North West average.  The median house price for the year 2005 was £129,950 in Crewe, Nantwich and Sandbach, compared to £118,000 for the North West region. 

10) Making provision for less housing than is required will put more pressure on the housing market in this part of the region.  Housing demand in Cheshire is very high and house prices have nearly doubled (99%) between 2000 and 2005 (Annual Monitoring Report RPG13 – April 2006). The huge increase in house prices over this period is not matched by similar increases in the median wage. It is noted that the Ratio of Average House Prices to Mean Incomes in Crewe and Nantwich is between 7 and 9.  There are only five districts that are less affordable than Crewe and Nantwich, where ratios are over 9 times mean incomes.

11) Paragraph 4.100 of the Technical Appendix is an extract from the Cheshire Housing Strategy which highlights the issues facing Cheshire which is experiencing a reduction in the working population, and an increasingly ageing population. This is forcing businesses to leave the area or encouraging more people to move into the area to take up jobs which is increasing pressure on the housing market. Employers are having difficulties in recruiting to lower paid vacancies which are vital to the local economy.  The amount of affordable housing being provided both numerically and as a proportion of all completions has been steadily falling over the last few years and coupled with the loss of social rented accommodation through the Right to Buy, the stock of affordable housing has been steadily diminishing.  The potential to provide affordable housing through new housing developments will reduce as a result of a reduction in the amount of housing being provided overall.  Thus in the parts of the region where supply will be constrained through the RSS and where demand significantly outstrips supply, the gap between the amount of affordable housing being delivered and the need for affordable housing will widen. This is the case in Cheshire and if the need for affordable housing is not provided for where it arises, it will result in some households having to meet their need for housing elsewhere and having to travel longer distances to work.

12) The restraint proposed in both of these sub-regions will lead to overheated housing markets, unsustainable commuting patterns and worsening affordability issues. The prospect for increasing the supply of affordable housing will be considerably improved by raising the total housing provision to a level that will meet demand.  Thus the housing provision for Crewe and Nantwich should be increased to a minimum of 10,000 dwellings for the period 2003 to 2021. Between 2000 and 2004, only 105 affordable dwellings were built, an average of 26 dwellings per annum, against an identified need for 139 dwellings per annum (Crewe and Nantwich Housing Needs Survey 2005). An increase in the total provision will enable a higher number of affordable housing units to be provided through Section 106 Agreements.

13) The prospect for increasing the supply of affordable housing will be considerably improved by raising the total housing provision to a level that will meet demand.  Thus the housing provision for Crewe and Nantwich should be increased to a minimum of 10,000 dwellings for the period 2003 to 2021.
14) We share the HBF’s concerns that the RSS seeks to significantly raise the brownfield target beyond that set nationally.  In some instances the figure has been raised from 60% to 90%. The fact that house builders are now becoming adept at tackling brownfield and contaminated land and exceeding targets, means that the number of brownfield sites available for development is more likely to diminish over the plan period. It is noted that the HBF has requested that any change to the brownfield target should be based on robust evidence and this request is supported. The key issue will be to ensure that brownfield sites are genuinely available and deliverable and urban capacity has not been overestimated.
15) The brownfield target for Crewe and Nantwich, at 55% is considered to be challenging. The proportion of dwellings completed on brownfield sites over the last three years are 27% in 03/04, 49% in 04/05 and 33% in 05/06 averaging 36.3%. In order to meet the brownfield target, 55% of new dwellings will have to be provided on brownfield sites between 2003 and 2021. This means that in future the percentage of completions on brownfield sites will need to be significantly higher than 55% to make up the shortfall that currently exists.

16) Whilst it has been possible to achieve high density housing schemes in city centres, such opportunities are limited in Crewe and Nantwich. It is noted that Cheshire County Council considers that the brownfield target for Crewe and Nantwich should be increased to 80% in line with the other Cheshire Districts – this is wholly unrealistic.

17) We have raised concerns in response to Matter 1B Spatial Principles in respect of the emphasis given to the approach in Policy DP1 which gives greater weight to locating development on brownfield sites than in sustainable locations.  The setting of unachievable brownfield targets will place local authorities under increasing pressure to give more weight to brownfield sites regardless of whether they are in the most sustainable locations.
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This submission should be read in conjunction with all others submitted by RPS Planning
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