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14th October 2009.
Comments on the Draft TAN 6 Consultation Paper: ‘Planning for Sustainable Rural Communities’
Dear Sir/Madam 
1). The comments below are provided on behalf of the Members of TENP with the exception of 2 Members organisations who felt unable to support the views we express on One Planet Development as they would prefer the policy to remain as currently drafted.. 

2) TENP is an umbrella body for a network of 43 environmental groups in Pembrokeshire. Our aim is to achieve a Sustainable County. When we use the term sustainable we are referring to the definition and principles developed by the UK Government and adopted by the UKSDC and recently included in WAGs SD Scheme 2009. 
 

3) This consultation papers uses the word sustainable but the meaning is predominantly “to maintain” or “to continue to exist”, as in ‘sustainable rural services;’ and “ensure that communities are sustainable in the long term” . This is a misuse of the term sustainable and confuses the reader. Sustainability in the Sustainable Development Scheme is a reference to the adoption of 5 principles which include ‘low energy and low resource use’ developments but also quality of life, equalities, environmental and social justice objectives. 
4) We therefore strongly urge that the next draft of the revised TAN 6 makes, in the opening paragraph, the purpose of planning for sustainable rural communities, what it means and how it aims to contribute to the Sustainable Development (SD) objectives. Our concern is for greater clarity. If the purpose of TAN 6 is to plan for and maintain, continue and expand existing rural communities and rural settlement patterns please this should be made clear, as should the relationship to the policies in the Wales Spatial Plans across Wales. If the intention is to promote additional settlements in rural areas then that should be made clear and justified against the five SD principles.
 

5) Our view is that more development is unsustainable unless the development is energy and resource conscious both in terms of design and location as required by the Sustainable Development Scheme and by WAG’s Low Carbon Strategy. The consultation document recognises this in Para 77 “in the long term rural residents need to have reasonable access to essential services”. but what is meant by ‘reasonable’ is not made clear. We feel that TAN 6 needs to recognise that the increasing centralisation of public services (postal, retail, medical, education) and the likely rationing of carbon emissions, fossil fuels and food will require a similar centralisation of residential development. Simply focussing on co-location of home and work, as Para 8 does, is not an adequate planning response in our view. TENP’s concerns regarding the pattern of new development has been heightened by the recent announcements regarding envisaged increases in the costs of electricity reflecting rising fuel, generation and distribution costs. 
6) This draft claims that co-location of homes and employment (“development in the right place at the right time”, and, “ to support living and working rural communities”) is needed to sustain [ensure a future for ?] existing rural communities. This claim has to be tempered by the need to access services but equally obviously by the limits to growth and the low GDP in rural areas. The implication of these limits is that the approach in the Wales Spatial Plan is correct in advocating a hierarchy of settlements and that not all rural communities will be able to survive in the longer term. The claim, in para 10, that “new development can help to generate wealth to support local services” is not borne out in Pembrokeshire where, increasingly development is taking pace in ‘dormitory villages’ which have no services (schools , post offices, etc ) and the residents have to commute to work and travel significant distances to retail outlets. If the intention of Para 10 is to attract more wealthy people into Wales from the rest of UK and Europe then please make this clear, but this ignores the plight and needs of the indigenous population and will increase inequality. The evidence to support such a policy should be referred to. 
7) A related point is that wealth is not the main objective of sustainability, quality of life and well being are key criteria as are social justice and equality. From this perspective issues such as waste management, water use and food security are issues of equal importance in rural and urban areas. The experience in Pembrokeshire is that applications for speculative residential development is rural villages is being approved without regard to these issues. As a result the space standards are poor and do not allow for vegetable gardens, woodland gardens, public space, reed beds or allotments, yet the signs for the UK Government and leading proponents of sustainable living are that there is an urgent need for development to adopt such standards and land uses in both rural and urban areas. Planners should be well versed in the concept of ‘the greening of towns and cities’ and the ‘garden city’ movement.  The UK Government is currently consulting on domestic food production to achieve greater food security. WAG should be alert to this especially as one of the SD Scheme aims is to make Wales an ’international example’ of sustainable living. (For further information on ‘eco-developments’ go to: www.westlea.co.uk)
8) One particular aspect of the generous approach to residential development in rural areas adopted in this draft TAN 6 is that there is no control over the occupation of such homes and therefore that rather than meet local housing need a significant proportion will be used for holiday and second home accommodation. This is certainly a concern in some areas of Wales, particularly in National Parks, as seasonal holiday lets, etc, do relatively little to support local retail outlets and services.
9) The document asserts that a strong rural economy is essential to supporting sustainable rural communities (Para 13), again terms ‘strong’ and ‘sustainable’ are not explained. The fact is that rural areas in Wales have persistently had a GDP 20% below the EU average and some areas depend heavily on public spending for jobs and incomes spending (up to 65% of total spend in some sub-regions). In spite of the best efforts of WAG and Local Authorities public funds and investment have not significantly improved GDP. The claim that development can help to create wealth to support local services needs to be supported by evidence, we are not aware of any so this must be nothing more than an assumption or a belief. With significant public expenditure cuts being predicted the cost effectiveness of services will inevitably add to the desire and need to centralise services and undermine the current settlement patterns.  The reality of low GDP, pending public expenditure cuts, the impact of climate change and peak oil, call for a more realistic approach to development planning for rural areas which recognises the need for retrenchment or stability rather than growth. 

10) TENP would argue that the demographic profile in the countryside and nationally reflects an ageing population, particularly amongst farmers (whose average is in excess of 60) with the result that existing housing in rural areas will ‘come on stream’ at a faster rate than previously, as people move to be closer to essential services hence reducing the need for new development. Another dimension to demographic change in rural areas is the threat this poses for maintaining a rural lifestyle for older people. The vision underpinning this document should recognise that as people age their needs change and with it their preferred place of residence. This is certainly an issue for the ageing rural population who, with age, have an increasing need for health, social care and specialist housing services. The fact is that as people age their ability to access care (by car or public transport) is reducing as their needs increase. It is difficult to see how the appropriate range of accessible services for an ageing population can be provided outside a reasonably sized settlement. We recommend that Planners talk to Health and Social Care agencies and professionals about the ‘what’ and ‘where’ of meeting the needs of our ageing population. It would be ironic if the WAG vision of ‘sustainable communities’ resulted in an increasing number of ageing people becoming isolated, and depressed people excluded from their community !!. The fundamental issue that these concerns illuminate is that a ‘rural community’ is a ‘dynamic and ever changing concept’ which requires planners to challenge their assumptions about what is possible and desirable in the context of a rapid and profound change. It should also be appreciate that ‘community’ is based upon ‘shared values and shared space’ and that planning should be facilitating the development of both by supporting equality and social justice not social and physical fragmentation and economic inequality. (For further information about extra care homes for older people:  www.jrht.org.uk/Extra Care Housing)
11) In Para 11 there is a statement that development proposals that support local needs may be acceptable even if the location is only accessible by private car. This begs the question about the definition of a ‘local need’ that would justify such a development. One can imagine ‘key workers’ linked to employment but, as Para 40 (d) suggests, an alternative location in the locality should be given first priority. The current draft Deposit LDP for the Pembrokeshire Coast National Park advocates a policy on Transport, (Policy 40) states that“ it would be irresponsible and contrary to national planning policy for the strategy of the Local Development Plan to promote the need to travel by private car”. The PCNP draft policy also claims that accessibility other than by car is ‘socially exclusive’. We agree with these principles and feel that there would have to be a very well argued justification to allow for an exception to them. It would contradict the principles of Sustainable Development if a number of ad-hoc permissions were given which collectively undermined a low energy and low resource use community and settlement pattern.
12) Para 15 argues that rural employment exception sites should be a policy but it is not clear why there should be an exception other than to expand business activity in the open countryside. Neither is it made clear why locating business the open countryside is beneficial or sustainable in environmental, economic or social terms. The impression from this section is that the Planning Division wish to accommodate more development in the countryside which is contrary to the SD Scheme and the Wales Spatial Plan. One can only assume that this is because there is a belief that development leads to wealth and a growing a strong rural economy. Our concern is justified by Para 23 which seeks to promote unimplemented permissions for rural sites and buildings for business. Whether there are priority areas is not made clear nor how they would be selected. What is clear is that low take up of permissions suggests that the market is no longer conducive to development in those locations and that, therefore, alternative and more energy and resource efficient locations should be identified.
13) The argument that LPAs should support farm diversification to contribute to economic viability is understood but the point is made that this should be done “irrespective of whether the farm is served by public transport”. Once again the nature of the diversification should be the key criteria. Where diversification generates traffic by attracting customers to the site then this should be avoided. A better, and more energy efficient, option would be for the produce to be transported to retail centres, e,g, farmers markets.
14) The underlying purpose of this draft TAN 6 seems to be to generate more growth in rural areas. One can argue that this aim is misplaced, undesirable and unattainable and that TAN 6 should be more specific about what (the nature, form and purpose) and where growth and development should be located. Currently this policy is too vague. Concerns about the aims of the draft paper are heightened by the vision statement in Para 32:“Everyone in Wales to have the opportunity to live in good quality affordable housing , to be able to choose where they live and decide whether buying or renting is best for them” .This is a ‘housing led growth policy’ document, housing as the ‘engine of growth’ yet the world is still suffering from a global ‘credit crunch’ from which, many experts claim, we will never recover to previous levels of credit. The vision is wishful thinking but is totally unrealistic as it assumes a choice and the economic power of individuals to express that choice. This is not, and has never been, achievable in a market system where scarcity and credit are key to maintaining property prices. Unless there were to be a massive revival in social housing, choice and availability will continue to be wishful thinking and there are no signs of this happening. 
15) What is particularly worrying about this vision is that it is immediately contradicted in Para 35 (rural exception policy for affordable housing), which aims for ‘genuine’ local need to be available in perpetuity’. The policy suggests that the resale price should be capped’ and the property should not be sold on the open market. It is clear that one function of planning is to allocate wealth, the enhanced value of land, once planning permission has been given, accrues to the land owner and developer. This policy, however, suggests that local people seeking affordable housing should be excluded from the open market and denied the opportunity to maximise the equity value of their property. In other words denied the wealth that is regularly available to developers and land owners on the ‘open market’ and denied the very choice that the vision statement exhorts !. Our fear is that this policy will be open to accusations of discrimination and undermining social justice. 
16) How this ‘dual’ property market will operate in practice should be considered before this policy in Para 35 is endorsed. What is clear is that the rhetoric in this document is not matched in this case as the wealth created by development is being capped where affordable housing for local people is concerned! How this policy will drive growth and raise GDP is difficult to understand. In practice this policy will be difficult to implement:- What constitutes ‘local’ ( a time qualification ; 5 – 10 years?, what geographical area ?).- Who can the home be sold to? If the property can only be sold to other local people in the ‘closed market’ then there is a danger that the house may be unsellable if the market is small. If the property can be sold to anyone then ‘incomers’ will benefit from an exaggerated equity gain and the policy will attract more incomers to rural Wales, is that the intention?, if so, make that clear. There is a real danger that local people will be trapped in their home and unable to move to a bigger or smaller property in the same locality due to the limited ‘closed’ market. For your information, this same policy was discussed at a recent Pembrokeshire Coast National Park LDP Stakeholders meeting and the view of some planners was that the solution to this particular ‘entrapment’ was that the occupier should seek alternative housing in the social housing market, which, of course, is in desperate short supply locally and across Wales!!. A further point is if the property cannot be sold on the open market then the value is diminished and the equity available to the owners will be relatively small which will have implications for access to care provision in old age and put a greater burden of the public purse. This proposed policy needs further detailed analysis. A more sensible approach might be to restrict permissions to those applicants who support the community because they are ‘key workers’.
17) Rural Enterprise Dwellings (Para 38):The claim is made that an isolated residential location depends on the need of the business, how is this need to be determined and separated from the desire of the individual for such a location ?.  It seems inconsistent that rural enterprise related dwellings have a 3 year temporary accommodation requirement but that this same approach is not applied to One Planet Development. This difference in approach should be explained and justified.

 
18) One Planet Development (Para 64-77). This policy is in stark contrast to that of Para 35, in that it represents a far more liberal application of planning policy as this OPD policy allows for local people and/or ‘incomers’, who wish to live in the open countryside in isolated communities, to benefit from the enhanced asset value of land once permission is approved. The criteria listed in para 67-77 are clearly not specific to a rural location as the policy is intended to also apply to single homes as well as developments within existing settlements. We feel that if the policy remains in this current draft then such a ‘universal‘ approach to criteria setting needs to be reconsidered and criteria developed which are location specific.

19) However our view is that if the principles of Sustainable Development are to be applied and a dramatic reduction in the nations current ecological footprint is to be achieved then permitting ODP is the open countryside is contradictory policy. An important related point is that the practical problem of monitoring and enforcing some of the criteria seems not to have been considered. 
20) We support the Draft TAN 6 suggestion that Local Planning Authorities should designate sites for One Planet Development and that these sites should be accessible by public transport and close to centres with essential public services, in order to minimise the amount of movement of people, goods and services by private transport. In addition it should be a requirement that such permissions should be monitored and evaluated by the LPA (or an independent ‘third party’) against practical and realistic criteria and enforceable planning conditions. Without the resources to monitor such developments the essential information necessary to learn from such innovative experiments and to refine planning policy accordingly will be lost. (For information on an urban example of OPD see Sandford Walk, New Cross, London, administered by CDS Co-operatives)
Conclusion: 
 

21) TENP are very concerned that this draft policy is attempting to open up rural Wales to as many people as possible in a vain attempt to attract wealth so as to strengthen, maintain or revive the existing rural economy. This is very much ‘business as usual’ and so fails to recognise the changing economic, social and environmental contexts in which planning policy will have to be implemented in the future. The facts are clear that human behaviour and settlement patterns will have to be more energy and resource efficient than is currently the case. We feel that this draft TAN 6 consultation paper should be assessed against WAG’s Sustainable Development Scheme, the Low Carbon Strategy, the Wales Spatial Plan and the the 5 principles of Sustainable Development. We suspect that the result would be the need for a fundamental reappraisal of the current understanding of the term ‘sustainable’ within the Planning Division.
22) We have also expressed our concerns about a number of inconsistencies in the document in the application of principles and approaches. We hope these contradictions will be resolved in the final draft. 

 

23) We trust you will find these comments useful and, in the interests of ‘good governance’, also urge you to extend your methods of consultation to include sub-regional symposia to discuss the many pressing and critical issues raised in this draft paper.  
Yours sincerely

Marc Mordey, Coordinator,  on behalf of TENP Trustees.
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