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         DS 

Regional Spatial Strategy Team

Government Office for the South East

Bridge House

1 Walnut Tree Close

Guildford

GU1 4GA

23 September 2008

Dear Sir/Madam

Re: Comments on the Secretary of State’s Proposed Changes to the Draft SE Plan. 

Woburn Sands and District Society is a registered charity, formed in 1965 to fight against large-scale industrial developments, to protect the rural qualities of the local villages in the area it covers, to put forward the views of its members and to reflect public opinion in the area. 

Before providing our comments on the Secretary of States Proposed Changes to the draft SE Plan we would wish to raise three serious concerns we have in respect of process.  

1. The Society deplores the fact that the different Regional Spatial Strategies are being developed in isolation from each other and to different timescales – which effectively means that the combined impact and inter-relationship of the different strategies is not being assessed before housing targets are set. In addition, the effect of implementing a spatial strategy is not being assessed before there is a requirement as soon as it is published, for the strategy to be reviewed, with a view to increasing yet further the development planned within the RSS timescale and beyond It would appear to us that this government’s obsessive demand for housing numbers whatever the consequences is going to lead to major consequences that will make the mistakes of the 1960’s pale into insignificance.  Two small examples:

a) The RPS Review of the Sustainability Appraisal and the Strategic Environmental Assessment – October 2007 -  for the East of England Plan stated: “8.43 There is the potential for in-combination effects with the South East Plan and the Milton Keynes South Midlands Sub-Regional Strategy with respect to Portholme SAC, and the Ouse Washes SAC, SPA and Ramsar Sites. This should be addressed through the further development of those plans”. Yet there is no indication in either Scott Wilson’s report or the Secretary of State’s proposed changes that in-combination effects of the SE Plan and EE Plan has been considered. 

b) There was no requirement for a Flood Risk Assessment when the East of England Plan and Milton Keynes and South Midland Sub Regional Plan were being drafted and examined. The Flood Risk Assessment carried out in respect of the draft SE RSS in 2006 was limited to the area of the South East Region and did not take into account the flooding impact of development planned in one region on the settlements and habitat in another region. This is particularly true of the developments being planned in the area of the MK and SM Sub Regional Plan and the East of England Plan. We are aware of the work being done by the Environment Agency on Catchment Flood Management Plans, but development areas and housing numbers are being set before any of these are in place. 

2. The Society also deplores the fact that the Government, in addition to its obsession with pushing grater housing numbers each RSS in turn, also a) sets up its so called “eco town” proposals, which bypass the Regional Strategies and normal planning procedures to deliver even more housing numbers and b) in 2007 sets up the National Housing and Planning Advice Unit to further drive up housing number targets in an attempt to deliver affordability – although there is no evidence that this will succeed and considerable evidence it will not – disregarding the environmental and public consequences, particularly in the areas of increased flooding, and inadequate transport infrastructure, by following this approach. The current financial situation provides an ideal time for the Government to rethink its strategy in respect of affordability – bearing in mind that it was Government past and present who were a major cause of the current lack of affordability issue because of decisions taken on social housing, which epitomised short term thinking. We would wish the Government to take a more innovative and multi faceted approach to ensuring there is affordable rental and purchase provision that remains affordable, and that does not rely on developers providing a % of affordable homes as part of development – a target the Government seems unable to deliver and which is reliant on a buoyant housing market. Innovative approaches could include, national strategies on the compulsory purchase at a discounted rate of empty properties if not brought into use, compulsory purchase at a discounted rate of so called “banked” developable land in urban areas, incentive payments in respect of brown field land, conditions placed on the sale of council housing that ensure properties remain affordable for the life of the property, freedom for council to use the monies from the sale of council properties to build new or purchase existing  properties, cost disincentives for individuals wishing to buy second homes.

3. The Society would fundamentally question the Government’s focus on concentrating development in the Southern third of England – an area that will be significantly affected by climate change. We note Scott Wilson Levett and Therivel comment on the Sustainability Assessment of the SE Plan “The SA findings reinforce our concerns that environmental limits in the South East are being approached and could conceivably be breached (although this is difficult to demonstrate empirically). Rapid housing and economic development is being promoted in an area that is already subject to significant environmental constraints and pressures”. We are of the view that this focus indicates little in the way of more fundamental strategic thinking and planning, and much more short term and sound bite politics for which the generations to come will suffer. 

Below in table format are the Society’s comments on the Secretary of State’s proposed changes to the draft SE Plan, which, sadly are in the main negative. Our comments mainly focus on the expansion of Milton Keynes, however they also encompass broader issues.   We have used the Secretary of State’s proposed change number as the identifier to the proposed changes we wish to comment on. 

	S of S Proposed Change Number
	Woburn Sands and District Society’s comment and justification for that comment

	Chap 4 (14)
	The Society is totally opposed to the Secretary of State’s proposal that Policy CC10a (Strategic Gaps) policy is to be deleted. We do not consider that PPG2 Green Belt and PPS7 Sustainable Development in Rural Areas offers any protection from the threat of coalescence between settlements of town and villages.A sense of community is very important to people’s well being, i.e. belonging to an identified area, not one that is blurring with another (as in the case of Luton and Dunstable) . Green Belt was established to prevent urban sprawl, and the Society, whilst not opposed in principle to reviews of Green Belt, believes that these should maintain the fundamental function of Green Belt - to prevent urban sprawl – and not just be used as a means to increase housing numbers in any particular area. 

	Chap 5 (12)
	The Society deplores the fact that the Secretary of State has chosen to ignore the Panel’s recommendation in respect of seeking the adoption of higher standards of energy and water efficiency standards than those in the building regulations, and seeking the highest possible rating in the Code for Sustainable Homes. We do not accept the Secretary of State’s justification, that the “Building a Greener Future” policy statement is sufficient to protect the environment from the effects of climate change with its “moving towards zero carbon”.  We consider that if the Secretary of State does not accept the Panel’s recommendation it will be a classic example of short termism with no thought for the longer-term consequences.  Further we consider that the Secretary of State’s changes to the wording of the standards in Policy CC4 weakens the policy to an unacceptable level. Ensuring sustainable design and construction is an issue where there needs to be a national lead taken in every regional planning document. It should not be left to local planning authorities, and it is not sufficient to rely on an target for zero carbon for new homes by 2016, and zero carbon for non domestic building by 2019. Both dates are of course within the time period of the SE and other Regional Plans.. 

	Chap 5(30)
	The Society totally opposes the Secretary of State’s proposal to delete of Policy CC10A Strategic Gaps, and indeed the Panel’s recommendation, which we considered weakened this policy.  As stated before we do not consider that PPG2 and PPS7 gives sufficient protection against coalescence and urban sprawl.  We are of the view that removal of this policy undermines the fundamental sense of place that communities require to develop pride and commitment to their community. We consider that the Secretary of State is using every opportunity possible to remove any hindrance to her demand for more and more housing, irrespective of cost to population and environment – and this is just one more example of it. We do not accept that the need for affordable housing, especially in the current economic climate is so acute to justify such short termism, and indeed even if it was there are more innovative ways of addressing this than a sacrifice of the future. 

	Chap 7(1)

Housing
	The Society considers that the Secretary of State is misguided, to disregard the Panel’s view that the Regional Assemblies household projections equating to 31,300 dpa provide a better starting point than Government projections and the Panel’s basis for that view.   The Society is totally opposed once again to the Secretary of State’s increase of housing dpa to 33,125 and as stated in our initial paragraphs, to the setting up of the National Housing Policy Advise Unit in 2007 and then to the credence given to this quango’s views that the SE requires  37,800 – 49,700 dpa to 2016. This is neither justifiable on the evidence, as exampled by the Panel’s view on migratory trends in the region, nor indeed democratic. Yet another example of the Secretary of State’s obsession with housing numbers short termism and disregard of population and environmental consequences.  

We would once again reiterate that the current financial and housing market environment is an ideal opportunity for the Government to rethink its current policy of totally unsustainable expansion in London and the South and East of England and to consider a more root and branch analysis of diversification across the whole of the UK. 

	Chap 7 (4)
	 The Society supports the Secretary of State’s view that expansion of Milton Keynes outside both the Unitary Authority and SE Region should not be included in the South East Plan housing total and dpa.  Proposed expansion of Milton Keynes into an area covered by the East of England Region should only be considered at a review of the East of England Plan scheduled for completion in 2011.  The Society additionally supports expansion east of the motorway within the unitary authorities boundaries, The Society considers that Milton Keynes Partnership were ill advised to give this option little more than lip service in their option appraisal and then take little account of the Peer Group Report, by independent experts instructed by Milton Keynes Partnership, in addition to Milton Keynes Forum and indeed the Buchanon report – although this latter was arguably biased to removing Milton Keynes expansion from Aylesbury Vale. The Panel report additionally found little to choose between expansion into the area covered by the EE Plan (very limited in space), and expansion east of the M1 but chose the former on balance. We note the views of Milton Keynes Council but do not share them. The natural boundary of the M1 has already been breached to the north of the city, we are not of the view that the aspiration of an east west rail link between Oxford and Cambridge is feasible (in particular the section between Bedford and Cambridge), and without the link to Cambridge the rail link section between Bedford and Milton Keynes, is not economically viable for expansion – unlike the link between Oxford and Milton Keynes. We note the Secretary of State does not propose that the main east west transport corridor should pass through Milton Keynes on her key diagram. We are not of the view that there is any need for the expansion of Milton Keynes whether organic as all would prefer or Government dictated to exceed the unitary authority boundaries or the South East Regional Plan area.However  we oppose the Secretary of State’s  view that expansion east of the M1 should be brought forward prior to a review of the RSS and that such review should look for further expansion post 2026. As expansion east of the M1 was given little in the way of study or community involvement, or environmental impact, expansion and the size of such expansion east of the M1 should only be considered at a review of the RSS, as indeed expansion of MK into the area of the East of England Region will be considered at a review of the East of England Plan. We note the Secretary of State’s view that that would leave a shortfall in her 32,000dpa across the South East Region and that this is the reason for bringing forward the expansion under local development frameworks but we do not consider that this is sufficient to bypass the technical and environmental, consideration of the feasibility of such expansion. 

	Chap 7(6)
	The Society does not share the Secretary of State’s view that the current and emerging RSS’s “provide a stretching framework for housing delivery”.  The RSS are strategic planning documents, not a stretching framework for the Secretary of State, which by implication means cramming additional housing number into the time period.  If the Secretary of State requires additional housing numbers it should only be considered at a review of the RSS in order that the implications in terms of infrastructure, flooding and environment of such increases can be considered.  The Society is of the view that the Secretary of State’s intention to work with regional partners taking into account what she considers to be outstanding issues e.g  NHPAU’s advice etc is just a tactic to bypass the process of  technical and environmental review and democratic consultation and set up new growth points for further expansion additional to the growth areas under the RSS. 

	Chap 7 (15)
	The Society opposes the Secretary of State’s deletion of the reference to the affordable homes crisis being exacerbated by the provision of the Right to Buy and Right to Acquire legislation. The Secretary of State’s view that homes subject to Right to Buy provides a source of affordable homes is naïve in the extreme. Council housing were affordable homes to rent by their tenants, and exercise of Right to Buy only provides affordable purchased homes for the same tenants. These same people then can exercise, after a short period of time, their right to sell – and the homes are lost to the affordable homes market.  Whilst it may be that people should have the right to live in affordable homes, this can be by means of renting or ownership. Indeed if the Government had spent a little more time considering existing successful and innovative initiatives, and new multifaceted initiatives both increased affordable homes and  kept affordable homes affordable whether by rent or purchase, in the long term, there might well have been less of a current and increasing  short fall.  

	Chap 8 (29)

Transport
	The Society opposes the Secretary of State’s deletion of Policy T9 Airports Section D4 para 1.24 – 1.27 and substitution of paragraphs supportive of the Governments stance as set out in the Aviation White Paper. It is not for Government to reword a Regional Spatial Strategy examined in public to make it a vehicle to support its view on airports. 

	Chap 8 (53)
	The Society is extremely concerned that the Secretary of State’s changes do not consider the combined transport implications of the SE Plan and the East of England Plan, particularly in the area of Milton Keynes. The main trunk road and rail systems in this area are already close to capacity and the combined implications of current plans for expansion are likely to exceed the capacity, with no plans to address this issue.  We are further concerned by the Secretary of State’s   repeated reference to new growth points when there is no mention of this in the existing and consulted on, RSS.   

We note the Secretary of State’s failure to take the Panel’s recommendation in respect of the often discussed east west rail link between Oxford and Cambridge. However the Society is of the view that there is very little likelihood of the link between Bedford and Cambridge being reinstated and without this the Bedford to Milton Keynes section is hardly viable, although the Milton Keynes to Oxford section we consider would be. We are therefore extremely concerned in respect both of the planned expansion of Milton Keynes and the Secretary of States reference  to new growth points will mean that transport infrastructure to service the EE RSS and SE RSS major growth areas from east to west, as well as north to south, will be road based – on trunk roads that are close to capacity. 

The Society is aware that the Department of Communities and Local Government is very supportive of the so called eco town at Marston Vale – however be advised that the Society is totally opposed to this development, which is neither ecological, the proposal using mainly Greenfield land, nor  sustainable in terms of  infrastructure, particularly transport.  We are of the view that this is just another way to increase housing in the East and South East, without following normal or even regional planning process. 

	Chap 9 (4)

Natural Resources
	The Society opposes the changes the Secretary of State has made to Policy NRM1, and her failure to incorporate the recommendations of the Panel in respect of Sustainable Water Resouces and Groundwater.  We consider the changes made have considerably weakened this policy, and whilst agreeing   this should be matter for national regulation and guidance – the RSS needs to give a strong, not weakened, message to developers and local authorities in respect of this policy. 

	Chap  9 (5)
	The Society opposes the Secretary of State’s dismissal of the panel’s recommendation that there should be a new policy NRM1A on sustainable river water management – and in fact has chosen to remove all mentions of rivers from policy NRM1 and NRM2.  We consider that the Secretary of State is negligent to leave Local Authorities to deal with infrastructure needs, waste water/sewerage capacity and the cumulative impacts of discharges on groundwater.  From reports on waste water and flood risk, there is a real risk to population and habitat from increased development resulting from the combined effect of the SE RSS and EE RSS which a) the Secretary of State has totally ignored, and b) can not and should not be addressed by local authorities.  We are of the view that the Secretary of State in her focus on housing numbers, which allow nothing to restrict growth in any way, is putting population and habitat at risk.  It is not for Local Authorities to manage a cross regional and national issue/risk. 

	Chap 9 (14-16)
	 The Society opposes nearly all the changes to Policy NRM 3(now 4) Sustainable Flood Risk Management, as we consider that the changes considerably weaken this policy and reliance on PPS 25 is insufficient.  Our particular concern is in respect of Milton Keynes expansion as a growth area in conjunction with the development under the published East of England Plan on the River Ouse and its tributaries. We note that, 

· there has been no Flood Risk Assessment carried out as part of the East of England Plan, nor the MK and SM Sub Regional strategy and yet housing targets have been or will be set, and indeed  the Secretary of State is pushing to increase them, in the life of both SE RSS and EE RSS. The Waste Water and Sewerage Assessment by Halcrow in respect of the EE RSS identified major risks in respect of the Ouse 

· The flood risk assessment carried out under the SE plan identifies Milton Keynes as being at flood risk and indeed Milton Keynes own SFRA for Milton Keynes alone, identifies inadequate sewerage infrastructure, and increased flooding risk. 

· There has been no flood risk assessment in respect of the combined effect of SE, EE and EM RSS – despite the RPS Habitats Assessment identifying risk of flooding to Habitat, particularly the Ouse Washes from the combined effect. 

· The Environment Agency CFMP will not be completed until 2009.

Once again the Society considers the Secretary of State has been negligent in not taking seriously the risk to population and habitat from her drive to increase housing numbers and development in what is a high flood risk area.



	Chap 9 (40)
	The Society opposes the Secretary of State proposed changes to Policy EN1 now NRM 11 development Design and Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy. We consider that the changes proposed weaken to policy to the point of irrelevance.  At a time of increasing climate change, all policies in respect of these issues need to be robust, sending a clear message to developers and local authorities as to what is expected nationally – not flimsy and easily worked round.  We certainly would support an interim target in this policy in respect of target for renewable energy from renewable sources to be incorporated into the policy.   

	Chap 10 (32) 

Waste and Minerals
	The Society totally opposes the Secretary of State’s proposed changes in respect of the siting of waste management facilities on, Green Belt, Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, and National Parks. We consider the effect of these changes is once again to weaken the policy to the point of irrelevance. For clarity the paragraph referred to is reproduced below – with the sections underlined showing the deletions the Secretary of State wishes to make :

“Waste management facilities should not be precluded from the greenbelt where this is the nearest appropriate location, where there are no alternative sites and provided that the development would not cause harm to the objectives of the designation. In exceptional circumstances Small scale waste management facilities for local needs should not be precluded from Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty and National Parks where this is the nearest appropriate location and the development would not compromise objectives of the designation.”

	Chap 11 (3)

Countryside and Landscape Management
	The Society opposes the changes the Secretary of State has made which again weaken the section on Countryside and Landscape management. In particular we oppose the Secretary of State’s deletion of Section D7 1.2.  We do not accept the Secretary of State’s often repeated justification of “deleted for length”  - we consider that the reason was nothing to do with this. .

	Chap 15 (2)

Social and Community Infrastructure
	The Society opposes the Secretary of State’s deletion of D11 1.1 and amendments to 1.2 and 1.3.  It is of considerable importance that the fact that there are parts of the regions with nationally significant areas of deprivation and problems of exclusion and poor access to services and employment, remains, as indeed is clearly identified in the Non Technical Summary of SA and HR Appropriate Assessment of the Secretary of State’s proposed changes. The Secretary of State’s justification for such deletion and amendment of “refocusing” the chapter, undermines and seeks to cover up this major issue.



	Chap 15 (8)
	The Society opposes the Secretary of State’s deletion of the reference to differing mortality rates across the region, some higher than the national average.  The justification “to remove superfluous material and for other editorial purposes” again undermines and seeks to cover up this major issue.

	Chap 23 (1)

Milton Keynes and Aylesbury Vale
	The Society opposes the Secretary of State’s addition,  to the Panel’s recommended increase in job estimates for Milton Keynes and Aylesbury Vale to maintain a 1:1 ratio, as set out in the following  paragraph

“The intention is to seek an approximate 1:1 ratio of new jobs and dwellings proposed for the two growth areas within the sub-region in order to secure no net change in overall out- commuting in line with the objectives of the MKSM strategy. It is not a development control tool to constrain development”

Another example of the Secretary of State’s drive to let nothing stand in the way of the delivery of housing numbers.  

	Cahp 23 (2) and (5)
	We would reiterate views express previously in respect of changes Chap 7(4)

The Society supports the Secretary of State’s view that expansion of Milton Keynes outside both the Unitary Authority and SE Region   should not be included in the South East Plan housing total and dpa.  Proposed expansion of Milton Keynes into an area covered by the East of England Region should only be considered at a review of the East of England Plan scheduled for completion in 2011.  The Society  supports  expansion east of the motorway within the unitary authorities boundaries, and considers that Milton Keynes Partnership were ill advised to give this option little more than lip service.   The Peer Group Report, by independent experts instructed by Milton Keynes Partnership  at the time of the Growth Strategy also shared that view – in addition to Milton Keynes Forum. The panel report additionally found little to chose between expansion into the area covered by the EE Plan (very limited in space), and expansion east of the M1 but chose the former on balance. We note the views of Milton Keynes Council but do not share their views. However  we oppose the Secretary of State’s  view that expansion east of the M1 should be brought forward prior to a review of the RSS and that such review should look for further expansion post 2026. As expansion east of the M1 was given little in the way of study or community involvement, or environmental impact, expansion and the size of such expansion east of the M1 should be only be considered at a review of the RSS as indeed expansion of MK into the area of the East of England Region will be considered at a review of the East of England Plan. We note the Secretary of State’s view that that would leave a shortfall in her 32,000dpa across the South East Region and that this is the reason for bringing forward the expansion under local development frameworks – but consider that this is just a further example of her obsession with housing targets at whatever cost to population and the environment.  
We also note with great concern the Secretary of States view that bringing forward expansion east of the M1 the development should not pre-empt the long term planning for large scale developments.  Our view is that the Secretary of State looks to Milton Keynes as a soft target to deliver ever increasing numbers of homes, both in the life span of the RSS and beyond – and are also of the view that this would destroy the very concepts that make Milton Keynes such an special and attractive place for both business and residents. 

	Chap 23 (10)
	The Society opposes the introduction of a the new policy MKAV4 – in particular any attempt by the Government or Secretary of State, to extend the planning powers of Milton Keynes Partnership or giving planning powers to Renaissance Bedford, or indeed of setting up any other body that drives through housing development outside democratic process.  The Society is well aware that this government, even before the Examination in Public of the MK and SM Sub Regional Strategy commenced, had drafted, the Statutory Instrument for the UDA and the areas it would have planning powers over, gaining Parliamentary approval, even before the Examination in Public had completed hearing evidence. This should not be allowed to happen again and we will do what we can to prevent it!! It is not for the Secretary of State, nor the Government to ignore stakeholder organisations, national organisations and the general public in the same way as a Dictator. 


We are sorry that our comments on the changes the Secretary of State wishes to make to the SE Plan following the Examination in Public and Panel report, are almost all negative. We recognise that are issues to addressed, but find the Government’s solutions provide no long term benefit, and indeed whilst arguably, in some cases, having short term benefit, have long term consequences that we find unacceptable.  We can only hope that the Secretary of State takes the time afforded by the short term housing and financial crisis, to rethink her strategy. .

It takes a brave politician to admit they are wrong – but it is the mark of a statesman so to do. 

Yours sincerely,

Willis Cuttell

Chairman

Woburn Sands and District Society

( http://www.woburnsandsanddistrictsociety.org )

