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The Government’s aim is to improve the clarity of its documents but the planning system remains one of the most complex policy areas. This may be subjectivity and perception within the process rather than clear cut metrics and objectivity which make delivery and monitoring far less straightforward, sometimes confrontational. 
The Regional Spatial Plan (RSS) for the North West defines ‘Spatial Planning’ as something which, “Goes beyond traditional land use planning to bring together and integrate policies for the development and use of land with other policies and programmes which influence the nature of places and how they function”. In paragraph 3.2 of part 1 of the RSS it is stated that “A number of strategies exist to guide development in the North West… All deal with different but related aspects of public policy and must therefore complement each other”. These aims must be addressed for the RSS to be successfully delivered otherwise it fails to meet those overarching aims, currently it falls short.

There is government clarity that regional planning includes wider ranging policies than previously and that sustainability is a major underpinning plank to success. PPS 1’s aim is to, “Set out the overarching policies on the delivery of sustainable development through the planning system.” It states “The policies set out…..will need to be taken into account by regional planning bodies in the preparation of regional spatial strategies.” PPS 1 as one root of RSS demands broader topics and retaining historic content, especially the land use focus may no longer deliver desired sustainable strategic solutions.

RSS is dichotomic; it must be open to interpretation yet prescriptive to ensure satisfactory delivery via local development documents so that performance monitoring is achieved. The plan errs towards a discussion document solution rather than a handbook and fails to provide for measurement of achievement or monitoring progress other than changes in planning use by area, length of highway constructed or volume of waste accommodated. Wider targets should be considered at regional level such as the 45 set out in the document ‘Local Quality of Life Indicators –supporting local communities to become sustainable’ (LQLI) which can equally cascade to more detailed plans. They are grouped into broad themes, often matching RSS policies; others could be addressed as part of RSS, achieving a more holistic document.
Whilst promoting carefully planned growth PPS1 advocates that there should also be an assurance that, “Development supports existing communities and contributes to the creation of safe, sustainable, liveable and mixed communities with good access to jobs and key services for all members of the community”. The policy goes on to add that; “Regeneration of the built environment alone cannot deal with poverty, inequality and social exclusion. These issues can only be addressed through the better integration of all strategies and programmes, partnership working and effective community involvement.”  This provides a clear direction for the RSS policies demanding sufficiently wide elements are considered to derive the desired outcomes possibly in accordance with the LQLI. Monitoring demands sufficiently robust information for developing the plan policies in the first instance and the ability to measure progress against them. The lack of such information in the document is a potential flaw to delivering sustainable solutions.

How can this be overcome? Possibly, even allowing for the RSS’ strategic nature is establishing key standard consultees throughout the planning system. Clearly this is an action which should commence at RSS level and cascade to local development framework level where focus can be on detail solutions.

The ability to support delivery and ongoing monitoring of performance is recommended as an intrinsic part of the document. The RSS states in Policy DP1 –that, there is “An expectation that development should protect and enhance the quality of life and should not result in a net loss of any of the key benefits and services”. It provides a mechanism for delivering this in the same policy by use of “planning obligations and conditions” as “necessary mitigation, compensation and substitution” but fails to reinforce this. The policy also adds “A requirement for appropriate economic, environmental…and other impact assessments of proposals and schemes”.
This route could test proposed developments against the continued delivery of existing services, the effect calculated and the cost of regaining balance understood. For the protective services the key issue is the link between use of land, communities, population size and policing need. Development or growth in an area does not necessarily result in equivalent and adequate growth in police support funding through the precept route thus if equilibrium is not regained resources become thinly spread. Similarly development and growth in one force area may have an impact on crime in another. This exacerbates the problem highlighted above and is termed ‘cross border crime’. The result is that the desired RSS aims are not achieved in reality and existing services become less effective. 

Planning obligations as a mitigation solution is offered but fails to deliver adequate solutions for those very same reasons. It is for this reason that Planning-Gain Supplement announced by HM Treasury in 2006 would achieve a workable solution as it spreads the potential gain outside the tighter boundaries of a Section 106 solution. RSS as the plan for the next decade in the North West should incorporate this policy and promote its further operational development and use.

RSS’ proposition that “other impact assessments of proposals and schemes” ‘are carried’ out is supported; it is only by wide consultation on the effect of development and growth on specific services that success can be achieved.
Paragraph 36 of PPS 1 advises planning authorities to prepare “robust policies” which “optimise the potential” of sites to “sustain an appropriate mix of uses and support local facilities and transport networks”. Spatial planning is the means by which the Government wishes its wider policies to interact in delivering amongst other aspects, sustainable communities. In support, other documents are quoted including in paragraph 37, ‘Safer Places – the Planning System and Crime Prevention’. This publication sees a “sustainable communities plan connecting with crime reduction and community safety”. The Sustainable Communities Plan (SCP) forms a part of the RSS with a duty on those involved in the planning system to ensure delivery aligns with PPS 1. It contains an outline framework around which monitoring of plan progress can be achieved. The SCP for the North West omits to mention any meaningful relationship with the protective services which are intrinsic to sustainable communities.
‘Safer Places’ defines ‘Sustainable communities’ on page 7 as “…well designed places where people feel safe and secure; where crime and disorder or the fear of crime doesn’t undermine the quality of life or community cohesion” with PPS 1 as a ‘companion’ document. Clearly the involvement of the Home Office and the protective services alongside others, the planning system and local government are key to delivering policy objectives and areas where monitoring could be achieved. The document refers on page 7 to Section 17 of the Crime and Disorder Act 1998 and the duties of local authorities who must “exercise their functions with due regard to crime and disorder and to do all they reasonably can to prevent crime and disorder”. The document realises that “The prevention of crime and the enhancement of community safety are matters that a local planning authority should consider when exercising its functions under the Town and Country Planning legislation”. The understanding is that ‘all’ council functions are included.
The lack of emphasis on such elements, especially those involving the protective services and their partner agencies via responsibilities under Section 17, Crime and Disorder Act is a potential flaw to delivering sustainable solutions. Delivery of planning solutions as a function of local government should take account of the effect of planning use on crime and disorder and not solely through design aspects of the proposals. There is very much a ‘cause and effect’ concept with this. For example, a development may be acceptably designed but evidence suggests that for a given population there will be an inherent level of crime; the question is how can this be most effectively dealt with? By a negative determination of planning application followed by an expensive (for all parties) appeal or via a ‘known’ contribution from the developer towards offsetting the deleterious effects of the development? The latter is already the situation as regards the provision of inadequate services, utilities, highways etc. An answer may be to identify the wider cause and effect regionally and deal with the detail locally.
This is a critical area where greater clarity and consistency of approach could be achieved. If RSS ‘required’ impact assessments on a wider range of ‘standing items / services’ together with the ‘normal’ elements this would work towards meeting legislative / policy requirement. Changes in planning, especially the Local Development Frameworks (LDF) offer to accommodate this suggestion and provide greater focus to individual sites but it requires regional lead.

PPS 12 introduces the LDF system which enhances the possibility for a wider range of local organisations to play a greater role in the development of their local neighbourhoods. It is important this is established through regional policy linked to measurable indicators. Some ideas are set out in ‘Making the System Work Better: Planning at Regional and Local Levels’ and ‘Starting out with Local Development Schemes: Spatial Plans in Practice’ (ODPM).

How this effect could otherwise be captured than through wider consultations is not clear but as with other elements of development such matters are better known up front. As well as providing greater certainty for developers, the use of Planning Gain Supplement delivers a mechanism for supporting the deleterious effect in one area caused by development in another. Collection could occur locally linked to planning consents with distribution at regional level. 

‘Safer Places’ connects directly to ‘Sustainable Communities: Building for the future’ (ODPM 2003) both have identical definitions of a sustainable community. The companion document, ‘Sustainable Communities in the North West’ highlights the strategic challenges for the region and states that attention to reducing crime is a key part of the ‘plan for action’. Although referred to in RSS these aims are not delivered. Reference could be made to reinforce existing arrangements for tackling crime, highlighting the Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnerships and other initiatives as appropriate measures. These are all elements of consideration for the Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnerships whose involvement in the planning process should be reinforced through RSS policy. 

RSS policy covers an insufficiently wide area of local services, groups, partners etc which now form a part of communities and local government in the UK. Partly this can be excused by the change in central thrusts but the RSS must react in support of those policies and incorporate matters necessary to achieve unanimity with government policy, to support existing local arrangements and ensure the sustainability of its proposals.

Implementation as opposed to review of the policies of the RSS is clearly a matter which cascades through the planning system to a local plan level where the detail implementation occurs with the local development framework at that final critical level which should tie into local policing plans. RSS implementation should be able to demonstrate that its policy thrusts have been achieved but at the same time ensure that its principles have similarly been met. This demands a ‘before and after’ review of the existing levels of service provision. To do this adequately, demands a simple yet meaningful method of evaluating the present situation, which is robust enough to cope with future change and provide a basis by which acceptable year on year comparison may be made. Adoption of the 45 LQLI at a regional level could address this need and should be pursued.
In short the improvement of the RSS will be achieved through wider consultation, inclusion of wider partner agencies in support of sustainable aims, clarity of the starting values and more focussed guidance for local plan development.
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