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Matter: 11A(i)


Matter 11A : Delivery

(i) Could the clarity and consistency of the draft RSS be improved?  Is the draft RSS “user friendly” in terms of understanding the strategy and how the policies are to be implemented?

Comments on Interim Draft RSS

The Regional Spatial Strategy is an important policy document which sets out the development strategy for the North West region over the next 15 years.

Unlike Regional Planning Guidance (2003) it has increased importance and relevance to Local Authorities as it is a statutory document.  As a result, all Local Authorities will have to take on board its policies when it prepares its Local Development Frameworks, and makes decisions on planning applications.  In the light of this, the policies in the RSS need to be clear, precise and unambiguous.  Unfortunately, this is not the case as many of the policies are too wordy, not clear or precise and the areas to which they relate, confusing.  There is a lack of consistency between policy areas and inadequate integration of policies for different parts of the region.  There are significant omissions from the document e.g. priorities for transport investment, the Implementation Framework, etc.  Some of the policies are clearly of an advocacy basis e.g. L1 Access to Health and Education Services, and are of limited value.  Other policies do not provide the sort of guidance which Local Authorities are looking for in preparing their LDFs and making decisions on planning applications.  These are serious deficiencies which should be addressed by taking appropriate legal advice on drafting before submission to the Secretary of State.

Comments on Submission Draft RSS

It is important to recognise that RSS policies will be part of the statutory Development Plan.  Careful attention must be paid to the wording of each policy, as it has to be applied not just to the preparation of Local Development Frameworks, but also to the determination and possible appeals into planning applications.

Suggested Changes

The wording of all the policies needs to be carefully considered.  As they currently stand a number of the policies are poorly worded and confusing.
Background Evidence to Support Macclesfield’s Case

RSS will be part of the Development Plan and policies will be used not only in the preparation of LDD’s but also in the determination of planning applications and in appeals.  The policies of draft RSS are not sufficiently clear or concise for development control purposes.   

A number of the policies are poorly worded.  Some examples are given below:

Policy RDF2, as presently drafted, makes no reference to whether the scale of the facilities proposed in a key service centre should be limited to those which meet local needs and which are appropriate in scale to the centre looked at.  The policy would, in its current form, cause problems for the Council and for Inspectors examining the soundness of Development Plans. That is because the RSS, if it appears in its present form, would give no clear steer on whether, let alone how, the scale of facilities existing or proposed in a settlement would fall to be tested. A reference to the need to consider the scale of the facilities in the context of the locally arising need and of the centre looked at would make the policy more workable. If the present policy were to be adopted, then developers would have a far easier job in trying to promote the expansion of centres at a scale or at a rate which is not appropriate to their function.  The adoption of an additional criterion which states that within the Key Service Centres the provision of services should be limited to those which meet local needs and it should be appropriate in scale to the size of the centre in which it is located would greatly improve the policy.

In Policy RDF5 the phrase “exceptional substantial strategic change” is entirely unclear and needs to be clarified. It would probably not be desirable to attempt to define the word “exceptional”, but the RSS should, in my view, look to give clearer guidance upon what it means by substantial strategic change.

Paragraph 7.21 gives examples of where small scale detailed boundary changes to the Green Belt might be acceptable.  If the potential merit of Green Belt changes at the airport is set out in RSS, then those promoting the changes would be able to draw support from paragraph 7.21 when participating in LDF preparation. However, the RSS does not say why these changes might be justified and there is no evidence base for such changes.  If there is no evidence base, then it would be proper to leave the matter to LDF preparation, when the merit of any proposal can be tested in the appropriate local context. 

Policy W3 and Table 8.2 are very misleading.  The Countywide figures are distorted by the presence of two very large sites in Ellesmere Port & Neston.  The supply figures in Table 8.2 include 140 Ha at Ince Marshes and 180 Ha at Stanlow.  These allocations are not for general employment use but are ‘exceptional allocations’ which are reserved for the petrochemicals industry.  These sites should not, therefore, be included and if these are removed there is no oversupply of employment land in Cheshire.  As currently drafted the policy would make it difficult for the Council to deal with planning applications for non-employment uses on employment land. 

Policy MCR3 is badly worded. It refers to the aim to “sustain and promote economic growth located in accordance with policy W1 and W2 and contributes to the following key growth drivers … - Manchester airport.” The use of English is poor.  “Sustain and promote” makes no linguistic sense when used in the same clause as “contributes”.  In turn, it is difficult to see why development should contribute to the key driver at the airport. The economic driver does just that, it drives the activity around it, not the other way round.  Presumably what the policy is intended to do is to encourage plans to sustain and promote economic growth by locating economic development in accordance with policies W1 and W2, recognising the importance of the key growth drivers to the region. If that is right, then that is what the policy should say. 

The requirement for economic development in other sectors to meet all of the criteria in Policy MCR3 is overly restrictive and unworkable as presently drafted.  If a particular form of employment contributes to local needs, then it should not have to be located in an area of significant deprivation.  Not many parts of Macclesfield Borough would count as areas of significant deprivation, but they may have shortages of a particular type of economic development. As presently worded, Macclesfield and developers would have difficulty addressing such needs within the context of policy MCR3. 

As well as improvements to the wording of a number of the policies the document was also benefit from significant improvements in its layout and appearance.  It is not particularly user friendly and is difficult to navigate.  

Also the ordering of the sub-regional policy framework is not logical, South Cheshire is hidden at the back of the City Regions, after Cumbria and South Lancashire, while its geographical linkages would suggest that it should be located after the Manchester City Region in the Sub-Regional Policy framework order. 

The Headings in the Regional Policy Framework do not give the reader an idea of what topics are covered by that policy section.  For example, there is no reference to housing or affordable housing in the contents.  Instead reference is made to “Living in the North West Ensuring a Strong, Healthy and Just Society”.  It is unclear what issues this title covers and as a consequence the document is difficult to use.  The titles of the chapters should be simplified to make it clear what topics they are covering. 

PAGE  
1

