Summary of South East RSS – Non Technical Summary of SA and HRA/Appropriate Assessment of the Secretary of State’s Propose Changes. 

This report is a Non Technical Summary of the Sustainability Assessment and Habitats Regulations Assessment and Appropriate Assessment of the Secretary of States proposed changes to the SE Plan. Consultants Scott Wilson and Levett-Therivel will undertake a further review of any significant final revisions following the consultation period and prior to adoption of the SE Plan. I have summarised the elements and issues contained in this report, but would recommend that it be read in total. Note that this document only considers the South East Region, not the combined effect of RSSs e.g SE and EE RSS

Context – PPS 3 key housing policy goal is to ensure everyone has a decent affordable home in a community where they want to live.  PPS3 emphasises that Regional Spatial Strategies should identify broad locations for development where development can reflect sustainable development principles.  2007 Housing Green Paper  set a target for delivering 240,000 additional homes a year by 2016 nationally, with an assumption that supply will increase over time to a target of three million new homes by 2020.  Panel Report on the SE plan argued that 28,900 dwellings per annum proposed in the SE Plan had given too little weight to demographic and economic factors, and therefore recommended a minimum of 32,000 dwellings per annum. That inevitably new green field land would have to be found, and this new land would be found through selective Green Belt Release.  Overall the Panel acknowledged that the sustainability of increased levels of growth would depend in large part on a modal shift in transport, and reduction of consumption of natural resources. Eco Towns – up to 15 new towns of up to 20,000 homes – five by 2016, and 10 by 2020. None are taken into account in the proposed changes except the Site at Bordon-Whitehill in Hampshire. National Housing and Planning Advise Unit (NHPAU) set up in 2007 stated the current RSS’s would lead to worsening affordability prospects and concluded that stabilisation of affordability was through further significantly increasing new houses – and in June 2008 published advise on the range to be tested through the regional planning process. For the South East, the NHPAU proposed a range of 37,800 to 49,700 average annual net dwellings per annum (dpa) to 2026. 

Regional Sustainability Framework (RSF)  proposes 25 sustainability objectives to be considered as part of the preparation of the South East Plan and SA.  7 of which are important when considering both the SE and EE Plan separately or combined:

· Reduce the risk of flooding

· Reduce air pollution

· Reduce greenhouse gas emission

· Prepare for impacts of climate change

· Conserve and enhance the Regions biodiversity

· Protect and enhance the regions countryside and historic environment. 

· Maintain and improve the water quality of rivers, ground waters and coasts to achieve sustainable water resource management. 

Current Situation – of note in this section is that housing delivery in the region has increased  from 28,800 dpa between 2001 and 2006 to 34,700 dpa in 2006/7. However affordability continues to worsen, with completions of affordable homes running at some 30% below the rates set out in the draft SE Plan. 29,000 backlog of households in B&B etc, disparity of economic performance across the region between affluent north/west and less successful south/east. Distance travelled per person per year continues to increase – 84.5% of travel remains by car or other private mode. Housing development in nature conservation areas, AONBs and National Parks have increased in five counties. 

The report writers go on to consider the effect of no plan then to look at the draft SE Plan and the S of S proposed changes under a number of headings. . 

Housing Options – draft SE Plan proposed 28,050 dpa over a period 2006 – 2026 – total 578,080. Panel Report’s district by district apportionment 32,000 dpa total 640,171 in the same period. Secretary of States district by district apportionment 33,125  total 662,500.  Roger Tyme and Partners report which informed the SA identified potential conflicts with environmental and planning constraints from higher levels of growth – Green Belt, Water Resources, Water Quality, Flood Risk, Biodiversity. Scott Wilson recommend the Secretary of States figures of 33,125 dpa(based on the housing need evidence) – but note that whilst they support this number, this support does not extend to the district by district apportionment. 
Infrastructure and Grownth- this a key issue.  The draft SE Plan notes the inadequacy of infrastructure provision keeping pace with new development, and that under investment was already causing social, environmental and economic problems in the SE. To address this the draft SE Plan included a policy on infrastructure and implementation, which required new development could not proceed without necessary infrastructure being available in time (the conditionality clause) and a proposed Concordat with Central Government for infrastructure resources.  The SA noted that lack of appropriate infrastructure would lead to unsustainable development. However the panel disagreed, the conditionality clause would lead to stop go development and infrastructure can not be matched to exactly to housing development, and it was unrealistic to expect firm guarantees, so remove both the Conditionality Clause and reference to a Concordat and that the implementation plan should be made non statutory. The S of S changes followed the panel’s view and reworded policies to take into account the SA.  Scott Wilson – some of the concerns expressed in the SA still stand. Furthermore note their concern that the emphasis on minimum provision in Policy H1 could lead to individual districts promoting significantly more housing than that set out in Policy H1 which could lead to inadequate infrastructure provision.

Air Quality and causes of climate change – the report notes that the region is currently broadly within legal standards for peoples health although having a negative impact on many areas of nature conservation. They note the SE emits the highest amount of CO2 of any region.  The report notes the RSS policies that are likely to increase air pollution and causes of climate change, and the policys aimed to counter these impact. Scott Wilson notes that despite these policies that whilst air quality will continue to improve up to about 2020 from improved vehicle emission, overall the South East Plan will increase air pollution emissions, and emissions under the Proposed Changes would be 15% greater than by the Draft Plan. Total greenhouse emission will continue to rise. 

Biodiversity and open space – the report notes that biodiversity in the region has declined significantly since 1970 and is expected to decrease further without the RSS. The report notes the RSS policies that are likely to increase the pressure on biodiversity and open space, and those that aim to minimise or counter these impacts. Scott Wilson note the areas likely to be significantly affected as a result of the draft SE Plan, and the additional areas likely to be significantly affected by the Proposed Changes. Of this latter the Strategic Development Areas (including MK/Aylesbury) but note that Policy CC8 Green Infrastructure, should help ensure that biodiversity and open space in/near Strategic Development Areas do not decline significantly. 

Community Wellbeing – the report notes that the SE enjoys a high standard of living but that there are areas of relatively high deprivation, with poor access to services and facilities.  It notes that many of the RSS policies would indirectly support community wellbeing. However notes that the removal of the development infrastructure link could lead to an infrastructure deficit.  The report further notes that significantly increased population levels in areas including Aylesbury Vale, and additional housing growth under the Proposed Changes is unlikely to act as a catalyst for regeneration or lead to changes in existing regional pattern of deprivation. 
Economy -  The report notes the disparity between wealthy regional core (the belt around London) and the poorer periphery (coastal areas).  The report concluded, that depending on the success of implementation and other wider factors may enhance the regions economy but by focussing on the economically buoyant areas risks further marginalizing the more outlying deprived areas of the region. 

Flood Risk – the report details the % of land and number of homes (300,00) currently at risk of flooding, including the number of homes in flood risk areas.  It notes the policies likely tin increase flood risk and those that aim to minimise them or counter this impact.  The report concludes Areas potentially subject to increased flood risk as a result of the Draft South East Plan include………… Milton Keynes and Aylesbury………… It further notes the additional areas likely be significantly affected by the S of S proposed changes. 

Housing and Affordable Housing – the report notes that whilst actual housing delivery rates have been increasing, in terms of affordability there are no areas in the region where  lower quartile earning alone are sufficient to allow the purchase of a house. AND that the completions of affordable homes is running at some 30% below that rates set out in the draft SE Plan.  The report (and indeed the Panel) in summary concludes  While the increase in housing provision will increase the scope to provide affordable housing as part of new developments (although the SE region has a poor record in this regard) it will do little to ease the affordability crisis.  – the direct impact on house prices and affordability of quite large increases in output are relatively limited even over a twenty year period, however without such increases the negative effects on affordability will continue to grow quite rapidly. 

  Landscape and Historic Environment  - the report notes the current situation in the south east region, and the policies that may negatively affect the landscape and historic environment (of note Green Belt SP5 which proposes selective review of the Green Belt  and the removal of the policy CC10b on strategic gaps under the S o S proposed changes) and those policies that aim to counter these impacts. The Report concludes  Overall the RSS is likely to have some negative impacts on landscape and the historic environment. These impacts are likely to occur later in the plan period as development land in urban areas starts to wane and pressure for development on the urban fringe particularly around the 22 Regional Hubs intensifies. (Milton Keynes and Aylesbury being two of those)

Transport and Accessibility -  interesting facts in the current state. 84% of distance travelled in the south east is by car. 74% travel to work by car. The region is the least likely to use the bus and is the largest petrol and diesel consumer of the regions. Congestion is already acting as brake on new develovement for instandce in Milton Keynes and …… The report notes the policies that are likely to increase the need for travel, and those to minimise or counter these imacts. Conclusion – despite this, developments proposed in the RSS are likely to lead to several trunk roads having a ratio to flow capacity of 120% or more defined as “unable to cope with demand”. The trunk routes are listed none include the M1, or east west routes around MK but include the A34, M40 and sections of the M25. 

Water Quality -  the report notes that current water quality has improved  as a result of the EA system of discharge consents etc. Notes the policies in the RSS that are likely to increase the pressure on water quality, and those that aim to minimise or counter the impact.  It notes that NRM2 now includes (based on SA recommendation that the rate and location of development does not lead to an unacceptable deterioration of water quality nor permit development that risks pollution, and to ensure adequate wastewater and sewerage capacity is provided to meet planned demand.  However it concludes that the SE Plan is likely to lead to negative impacts on water quality in some parts of the region, particularly the Solent. 

Water Resources – notes the areas that have particular deficit of water, and that includes parts of Buckinghamshire (MK).  It notes the policies in the RSS that are likely to increase water us, and those aimed at minimising or countering these impacts. The report concludes Although per capita water use is likely to decrease, total use water use in the region is likely to increase. It notes the areas where there is significant increase in housing and for which water recourses are uncertain.  One of these areas is Milton Keynes. Remember that this report just covers the effect of the SE Plan. 

OVERALL SA CONCLUSIONS
Economic benefits – but less than the level necessary to fully support economic growth

Community Benefits – from the provision of more homes but insufficient to accommodate the forecast household increase. Level unlikely to increase affordability though it will provide opportunities in provision – although the SE region has a poor record.

Significant Environmental Costs  - to the point of potentially approaching environment limits including, water quality in the Solent, and possibly elsewhere, , water resources throughout much of the region, air quality near regions airports, biodiversity as exemplified by problems ensuring integrity of sites of international importance, increased flooding due to climate change and location of new development in areas of flood risk.

Short term – shortfall in housing and affordable housing

Short to medium term (5-10 years ) continued shortfall of housing and affordable housing.  Impacts on biodiversity and landscape around regional hubs, further intensified by switch towards family homes, which need greater amounts of land.

Medium term (10-15 years) available urban land dwindling and larger homes puts pressure on Greenfield land. Pressure on infrastructure and impacts of infrastructure deficits increasingly felt. 

Medium to long term  (15-20 years) increased risk of flooding from climate change, possibly significant infrastructure deficit and housing and economic growth increasingly constrained by deficit. Increased housing provision may start to ease affordability pressure, although this remains uncertain. 

Cumulative impacts – “The SA findings reinforce our concerns that environmental limits in the South East are being approached and could conceivably be breach (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. “
The report goes on to report the difficulties encountered, and the changes to the plan made in the light of the SA – policies reworded, green infrastructure strengthened, a commitment to consider regional standards for public transport accessibility in the next review of the RSS, and a strengthened policy in relation to wastewater discharge into the Solent.  (it would be laughable if it was not so serious)

The reports recommendations for the next review of the SE Plan

· Take a more environment constrains led approach to distribution of future growth

· Consider the option of free standing settlements to reduce the strain on existing regional hubs and large settlements. 

· Consider a pan regional approach to the growth debate focusing on major inter- regional development issues that can not be satisfactorily addressed by each region acting in isolation. 

AND – the evidence base in relation to infrastructure, resource consumption and environmental capacity needs to be strengthened prior to the review. 

HABITATS REGULATION ASSESSMENT AND APPROPTIATE ASSESSMENT

This assessment as carried out prior to the EIP of the draft SE Plan and reviewed following the S of S’s proposed changes. The assessment concluded that air quality aside the additional housing proposed under the Proposed Changes would exacerbate the scale of impacts to a degree that difficulties in implementing the previously identified mitigation measures would arise.  It also became clear in the intervening period that some of the anticipated mitigation mechanisms have encountered obstacles that need to be resolve before any mitigation can be confidently said to render adverse effects on European sites unlikely  (remember this is just the SE Region rather than combined effects of regional plans). 

16 specific recommendations for significant changes to policies and text within the RSS and a further 7 recommendations for measures outside the RSS were made that require delivery before it can be said that there will be no adverse effects. The majority of these recommendations have been adopted by the S of S  (but obviously not all)

. 

