TELFORD & WREKIN  COUNCIL


CABINET  24TH NOVEMBER, 2008 

REGIONAL SPATIAL STRATEGY REVIEW 

REPORT OF HEAD OF PLANNING & ENVIRONMENT 

1.
PURPOSE
This report sets out the Council’s proposed response to Phase 2 of the Regional Spatial Strategy Review. 

	2.
RECOMMENDATIONS
It is recommended that Cabinet:  

1. approve the position statements set out in the report as the basis for developing  the Borough’s  case at the forthcoming  Examination in  Public of the  Phase 2 Regional Spatial  Strategy ; 

2. approve the  formal response to the West Midlands Regional Assembly, summarised in this report;

3. note the position that will be adopted by the Borough at the Examination in  Public Inquiry in response  to the Nathaniel Lichfield  and partners Study;

4. authorise the Head of Planning & Environment following consultation with the Lead Cabinet Member for Planning and Environment and the Council Leader, to amend the response to the West Midlands Regional Assembly and make additional comments and representations to the Examination in Public in accordance with the positions summarised in this report if further evidence or information should become available.



3.
SUMMARY
The Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS) Phase 2 Preferred Option Report was submitted to the Secretary of State at the end of 2007.  Formal responses to the report must be submitted by the beginning of December, 2008 and an Examination in Public (and Inquiry) into the submitted Preferred Options report is scheduled to take place at the end of April 2009. 

The RSS sets out a housing allocation for the Borough of 26,500 (2006 -2026).  Evidence will be submitted to the independent Examination Panel    by the Government seeking to demonstrate that the Region could accommodate more housing growth than that advocated by RSS.  This may mean the Borough having to accommodate up to 10,000 additional dwellings on top of the figure proposed by the RSS (i.e. a total of 36,500 by 2026). Whilst the Council supports the RSS allocation and the broad policies that underwrite this level of growth, there are concerns about the capacity, delivery and sustainability implications arising from growth above the RSS proposals.  It is also considered that some adjustments and qualifications to the detail of the proposed policies are required to enable Telford to more effectively fulfil its regional role and to successfully deliver 26,500 houses and associated employment and infrastructure. 

This report seeks to establish the Council’s position on several of the main issues in RSS that will guide the Council’s formal written and verbal responses on the Preferred Option and its assessment at the Examination in Public.  It also sets out the Council’s position in response to growth levels that could arise from the options set out in any Government proposals for additional growth. 

4.
PREVIOUS MINUTES
4.1
6th June, 2006


6th February, 2007

5. INFORMATION

 Background: RSS Phase 2 Review 

The Regional Spatial Strategy Review is being prepared in three separate phases. Phase 1, now adopted by the Regional Assembly, dealt with the specific matters relating to the Black Country.  Phase 3, which is currently at the Options stage, deals with a range of important but more subsidiary matters and will be progressed next year. 

We are now being formally consulted on the RSS Review Phase 2 (the RSS Preferred Option).  Our formal response will be submitted at the beginning of December and subsequently to the panel at the Examination in Public (a public inquiry) into the RSS review next year.  This report sets out the Council’s formal response. 

· The main themes of the RSS Preferred Option are to preserve the principal of urban renaissance to stem the unsustainable flow of population and  investment way from the major urban ; to channel growth outside of the Major Urban Areas  into  a series of  significant settlements – including Telford with growth of 26,500 houses between 2006 -2026; to maintain the principle of  rural renaissance – protecting vulnerable and critical rural services, enhancing the quality and value of market towns and meeting locally generated  growth; to protect and promote  a network of 25 of the larger town  centres – including Telford Town Centre 

Background:  The National Housing and Planning Advisory Unit population and household forecasts and the Nathaniel Lichfield Partners Study 

Shortly after submission of the RSS Preferred Option the National Housing and Planning Advisory Unit (NHAPAU) published revised national and regional population and housing forecasts that are significantly higher than those contained in the submitted Preferred Options document. These figures, which have not been subject to any independent scrutiny, are being used by the Government to examine housing figures up to 22% higher than those in the RSS Preferred Option document.  This amounts to an additional increase of 80,700 dwellings by 2026 over and above the 365,000 figure which was contained in the submitted Preferred Option document. The Government commissioned consultants Nathaniel Lichfield and Partners (NLP) to examine the implications of those revised forecasts on the region and provide further advice on possible scenarios for distributing this increased growth around the region. This study was published on 8th October and will be presented as evidence to the Examination in Public Examination next year.

The overall impact on Telford could mean between 5,000 -10,000 additional dwellings, bringing the total allocation to the Borough to between 31,500 - 36,500 new dwellings by 2026. 

Developing a policy position on Telford’s proposed regional role

Officers and members through the various Regional technical working groups and governance structures have contributed to the development of the RSS Preferred Option.  Whilst much of the emerging regional policy is supported there are some matters that we wish to challenge. 

The Council will need to adopt a balanced position between accepting sufficient growth to justify Government investment in its ambitious programme of physical and social infrastructure   on the one hand but also working within acceptable capacity limits on the other hand. The arguments in support or opposed to growth are therefore complex.  In order to establish consistency in our response in the face of the complex nature of the issues and sometimes inconsistent evidence this report seeks to develop a position on several of the major themes in the RSS Preferred Option.  This will guide our response both prior to, and during the RSS Examination in Public. 

The recommended position on these key matters is summarised below. 
Summary of Recommended position 

The recommended response to the RSS Preferred Option is based on the following positions:- 

1. Support for Telford’s role as a Settlement of Significant Development   complementing and supporting  urban renaissance within the Major Urban Areas; 

2. Support  for the  current RSS housing growth targets and the allocation to the Borough of 26,500 new dwellings but then questioning  growth beyond that figure on the basis of :- 

· Concerns about the Borough’s (Telford’s) physical capacity to absorb further growth. 

· Concerns about the realism of delivering growth beyond our current Integrated Housing Project programme (the proposed RSS levels of growth), and the impact this will have on the ability of the Major Urban Areas to achieve urban renaissance; 

· Concerns about undermining Telford’s sustainability that could arise from higher levels of growth. 

3. Emphasising the need to provide the critical social, cultural, educational, health and physical  infrastructure requirements to support RSS levels of growth – particularly in the town centre, and objecting to the insufficient allocation of retail floor-space and inflexibility of policy potentially limiting the council’s ability to achieve regeneration; 

4. Supporting the range of RSS policies on employment and the indicative employment land allocations for the Borough, but qualifying the supporting text to achieve greater flexibility in the application of local policy. 

The above positions clearly have implications for how the Council engages in the debate on the NLP study.  The Council is not required to make a formal response on the NLP study at this point, but because it will be presented as evidence (not policy) during the Examination in Public it is important that Members are aware of the major arguments officers may present against the findings of the NLP study.  These are:-  

· The NLP work is based on a range of assumptions about housing and population growth that may be challengeable;

· There are doubts about the sustainability of the NLP scenarios;

· The work is confined to housing numbers and not based on strategic policy and co-ordination with other equally important policies such as employment, transport and other public services;

· There are doubts about viability and deliverability of the scenarios produced by NLP. 

5.2
Equal Opportunities

The Council will ensure that any future developments or requirements for additional housing growth will consider the future demography of the Borough, housing, affordability, mixed housing tenure, sustainable communities, housing need and demand, property types and design. Any future developments for the Borough should be directly linked to the Council’s long-term vision and Housing Strategy.  The Regional Spatial Strategy will be implemented through the Borough’s Local Development Framework Documents and these will be subject to an Equality Impact Assessment at the appropriate stages.  

5.3
Environmental Impact
Future growth and development in Telford & Wrekin will have an impact on the environment.  The Council will continue to promote sustainable communities recognising the importance and value of the environment. 

5.4
Legal Comment

There is no legal comment to add to this report.

5.5
Links with Corporate Priorities

There are links with the Council’s Vision for the Borough and with the Integrated Housing Project.

5.6
Financial Implications
There are resource implications arising from participation in the Examination in Public and the preparation of written evidence and expert research to support the Council’s position. 
6.
WARD IMPLICATIONS
District Wide Implications.
7. BACKGROUND PAPERS

The key document is the West Midlands Regional Spatial Strategy Preferred Option Report December 2007. There are a substantial number of technical reports and earlier drafts that support this document. These were produced by the West Midlands Regional Assembly and copies of all relevant documents can be down-loaded from their web site. The Nathaniel Lichfield and Partners Study, referred to in this report, were commissioned by the Government and can be located on the web site of the Government Office for the West Midlands.  

The Green Spaces Strategy, Flood Risk Assessment, Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment are technical Council documents, some still in draft form. The New Growth Points submission October 2007 and October 2008 identify the known infrastructure requirements to support growth.  Information on employment land and economic growth referred was derived from reports commissioned from consultants GHK. Information was also derived form the Borough’s Strategic Housing Market Assessment. Reference is also made to the Local Development Framework Core Strategy. All of these background papers are available from the Council’s Development Plans and Sustainability Business Unit. 

Report prepared by Ray Budd, Principal Planner 
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