TENP RESPONSE to PCC LDP Preferred Strategy

Contact: Marc Mordey, Coordinator, The Environmental Network for Pembrokeshire.

Penrallt Farm, Newport, Pembrokeshire SA42 0QE. 

Telephone: 01239 820791. 

Email: marc@mordey1.freeserve.co.uk

PART 2) VISION:

This document is very ‘context free’ and could have been written in 1989 or 1999. 

No reference is made to the significant social, environmental and economic trends which will impact upon Pembrokeshire in the next 10-30 years, eg, ‘peak oil’, carbon and food rationing, sea level rise, significant demographic changes increasing the proportion of elderly and reducing the numbers of people of employment age,  increasing inequality, etc. 

Plans being produced in 2009, for development in 2011-2021, should make provision for these trends, particularly sustainable locations for development and low energy use settlement patterns and design. The vision should reflect this ‘new future’. As a result the vision is not ‘well rounded’, as required by the LDP Manual.

The vision is aspirational but is not realistic and this is a major flaw in the forward planning process. 

The vision is required to present a ‘spatial vision’ for the LDP (para 6.5 refers to the LDP Manual), but this vision has no spatial dimension. There seems to be a reluctance to specify distinct areas or locations. 

The Planning Authority has a duty to encourage sustainable development but this preferred strategy falls short of what might be expected when compared with action taken by other Local Planning Authorities in supporting the Transition to a low resource - low energy future.

PART 3) OBJECTIVES:

The weakness of the vision inevitably means that the objectives will have limited relevance. In particular:

Objective B does not meet the needs of Priority D (encourage people to reach their potential); see following paragraph.

Objective C: this fails to distinguish between affordable housing need in the County, particularly for young people, and speculative ‘market’ development. This oversight is amplified by the impact of the recent ‘credit crunch’ which is likely to have long-term consequences for the housing market.  

A similar issue arises with regard to the needs of the ageing population. For older people to remain in, and contribute to, a diverse, inclusive and sustainable community requires that suitable housing is provided for them. This should take the form of sheltered accommodation for those capable of independent living located within walking distance of essential services.

A further issue is the failure to consider the implications of the County Council’s evolving Planning Obligations policy (s 106) which, as made clear at a recent consultation event, will have the likely outcome that developers will be targeting the ‘lowest cost’ locations. 

Objective G: has the caveat ‘where possible’. This caveat is not applied to any other objective, yet sustainable travel is a key component of a ‘low-resource–low energy’ and socially inclusive community.  This caveat should be deleted as the objective would then indicate a confident and committed approach to sustainability by the County Council. To have this caveat gives the impression that the Preferred Strategy is based upon an unclear or uncertain view of the most sustainable location for development! 

Objective U: the introduction of Feed-In-Tariffs in 2010 is likely to have a profound impact on the demand and supply of micro-generation technology (as it did in Germany in the 1990s, for example). Associated with this development are questions around employment opportunities and the spatial location of a specialist ‘green jobs’ sector and the related housing demand. The implications of a decentralised ‘grid’ for the spatial allocation of development also have to be considered.  Section 106 policy will also be affected (see the positive impact on job creation of the ‘Merton Rule’).

PART 4) STRATEGIC POLICIES:

The 16 strategic policies may be consistent with the vision and objectives, although this is difficult to judge. TENP’s concern is that they maintain and reinforce the weaknesses we have referred to above.

Some of the policies require further clarification to avoid accusations of functional ambiguity or vagueness.

In Para 9.3 

Policy 1: The distribution of housing appears arbitrary and illogical and is inconsistent with sustainable development.  

Firstly, we currently have a situation where 50% of the current population live outside the main towns. On page 38 the plan states that development should be directed to sustainable locations. Public services are being centralised for efficiency purposes. Against the collective logic of these facts and trends the plan advocates that new housing development should be divided, 50 : 50, between urban and rural locations. TENP would argue that this is an illogical position to take and would do nothing to reduce our ‘carbon footprint’ or help to establish sustainable communities. The LDP proposal is also incompatible with objectives 6 and 10 of the Initial Sustainability Appraisal. 

We strongly suggest that the proportion and amount of housing proposed for rural areas should be significantly reduced. This request is consistent with the views expressed on the approach of the South West Wales Regional Planning Group (see PCNP Deposit Plan, page 7, para 17) which observes that Pembrokeshire County Council are proposing housing allocations which exceed the projected population and housing projections. One explanation for this stance by PCC is the assumed link between in-migration and economic growth (for which no evidence is provided). Most in-migrants are over 45 years of age (para 5.5) therefore adding to future demand on social and nursing care and care and nursing homes in the County. Furthermore it is quite possible that there will be sufficient ‘turnover’ of the existing housing stock in rural areas, as a result of the ageing population, to cater for in-migrants’ needs.

The current and proposed policy, if adopted throughout Wales, would lead to a massive population increase or empty dwellings and undeveloped land at a time when the demand for affordable housing would be increasing or out migration accelerating to other parts of the UK!

The relationship, spatial and functional, between housing and employment is not made clear. The view of TENP is that a property development led strategy (market housing) is misplaced and that an increase in employment opportunities, particularly for local people, should be the ‘driver’ for ‘growth’ 

It is not made clear if and how the principle of the co-location of work and home is to be applied?

Policy 3: is unclear. What are the measures and criteria and who decides and how?

Policy 4: is unclear. Why is the backlog of need a second order priority? TENP feels that the known need should be a priority, not the newly arising need. As the movement of young people out of the County is consistently expressed as being a major concern then dealing with the existing backlog ought to be a priority.  There is no spatial dimension to this policy (see ‘Missing Policy’ comments below). This policy has the caveat ‘where possible’ attached to it. This should be explained as in its current wording it suggests a low priority and commitment to delivering affordable housing targets.

Policy 9: uses the term ‘Energy developments’: is this a reference to energy generation, production and supply, or something more specific? The policy seems to be prioritising renewable energy generation, whether macro or micro; is this the case? There is no identification of what would be a suitable location or an acceptable scale of development.  This policy needs to be clarified and advice notes prepared.

Policy 12 uses the caveat ‘where possible enhanced’. It should be explained why this caveat is applied to this Policy, otherwise the policy expresses a lack of commitment or qualified commitment without the necessary explanation. How the environment would be enhanced is also unclear. For example, Policy 10 asserts that some tourist developments can enhance the environment, but it is not made clear what type of development and how enhancement might be achieved. Again the policy is unclear.

Policy 13 should include a commitment to provide for local community recycling and composting facilities

Policy 14 identifies Narberth as a main retail centre. TENP is concerned that Narberth already suffers from traffic congestion and parking problems which threaten to adversely affect the unique environment of the town.

Final point: the caveat ‘where possible’ is only applied to 2 policies: policy 4 (affordable housing) and policy 12 (environment). This creates a deep concern and raises serious questions about the balance that the LDP gives to environmental and social objectives which are central to developing a Sustainable County.

MISSING POLICIES

There are no specific policies on Self sufficiency, Climate Change, or Affordable Housing.

Given the global trends we have referred to and the policies evolving within WAG (One Wales One Planet), we would expect a ‘forward planning’ document to be at the centre of  the debate about advocating change and the transition to a low energy–low resource society. Sadly this is not the case. 

1) Self Sufficiency and Low Fossil Fuel dependence:

To make some suggestions:

· lower density housing development to provide for larger gardens.

· allotments designed into new developments.

· forest gardens (low fossil fuel production) included in spatial plans.

· cycle ways and pedestrian routes (eg, safer routes to schools).

· community renewable energy projects.

· ‘key worker housing’ to accommodate the increasingly labour intensity of a ‘low fossil fuel farming’ industry.  

The concept underpinning these suggestions is a ‘greening’ of the towns  and other settlements in the County, a feature common in other parts of Europe (Friburg, Stockholm, etc), and is part of the UK town planning tradition (Garden Cities). The Sustainable Communities Act 2007 (England) commits to supporting ‘transition town’ principles and recognises a role for the planning function.

2) Climate Change: Climate Change has an objective but no specific policy, yet even a cross-cutting theme should have policy expression. 

Sea level rise will be an issue during this century. The County Council has contingency plans for the relocation of staff and services currently based at County Hall. The Environment Agency is in discussions with residents of coastal settlements in parts of Wales. This indicates that sea level rise (ie, the need to manage displacement of people and relocation and re-routing traffic routes) should be a policy jointly developed by PCC and PCNP. Clearly population displacement will have implications for the spatial allocation of housing, and other, development. 

Low energy settlement patterns should be central to this LDP. A dispersed settlement pattern is energy HIGH, a linear settlement pattern is energy LOW. 

3) Affordable Housing.

Proposed policy 4 is insufficient. Just as sites can be allocated for Travellers, the LDP should be more proactive in supporting and encouraging the construction of affordable homes, e.g, self build and Community Land Trusts, and indicate the appropriate spatial location of such developments. This links directly to the evolving S106 policy of the County Council, whereby ‘lower cost’ areas could be allocated to affordable housing development.

PART 5) Scale and Distribution of Future Growth

WE do not agree with the Scale of Growth, because it:

a) is based on the predicted market demand for development, which has diminished as a result of the credit crunch,  and which is too speculative, unrealistic, aspirational and undesirable;

b) is based on a mistaken assumption that housing growth leads to increased GDP;

c)  gives speculative development priority over affordable housing;

d) contradicts Sustainable Development principles.

WE do not agree with broad spatial distribution of growth because it:

a) contradicts the objectives to achieve a low energy low –low resource society;

b) has a greater impact on the landscape in Pembrokeshire, which is one of its greatest assets.

Whilst it is inevitable that new development will have an impact, TENP is of the view that this impact should be as low and positive as possible. Consistent with our position statements, we feel that the LDP should advocate and encourage development that is characterised by:

· - low energy construction and use,

· - having access to allotments or community gardens (in order to encourage greater    self sufficiency), and

· - be in low energy locations.

This approach will minimise energy use by concentrating new sustainable development in sustainable locations which are within, or adjacent to, existing centres that have essential services and will thereby contribute to sustainable, diverse and inclusive communities.

PART 6) COMMENTS ON SUSTAINABILITY APPRAISAL SUMMARY:

No mention of the objectives of :

*economic and social equality, nor,

*low resource & low energy future 

The full SA document admitted that economic objectives were omitted from rigorous assessment in the appraisal process. This is a major weakness and a failure to confront the relationship between economic, environmental and social objectives. The evidence is well publicised that economic growth and economic inequality account for significant environmental and social problems (see ‘Spirit Level’ by Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, and www.equalitytrust.org.uk). WAG and the UKSDC have provided guidance notes exhorting policy makers to confront these ‘difficult’ issues. This appears, unfortunately, not to have happened in the production of this Preferred Strategy. This give the impression that the nature, form and location of growth, and who benefits, is not a concern of the Forward Planning function, yet the development option has been specifically chosen in the interest of raising GDP. This contradiction gives the impression that the environmental and social consequences of growth are outside the influence, interest or control of the planning authority.

PART 7) FURTHER COMMENTS

TENP appreciate the opportunity to comment on the Preferred Strategy and our response has been the subject of consultation with our 38 Member organisation (total membership in excess of 500 people) and detailed discussions with 4 of the 5 Transition Town groups in the County. The Friends of the National Park abstained from expressing a view as the PCC LDP covers an area outside their geographical area of interest.

We are fully aware that the County Council has adopted energy efficiency measures in County Hall and elsewhere (eg, schools), purchases ‘green’ energy, supports an initiative to recycle wood, has a good record of developing and supporting farmers markets and, amongst other things, is a signatory to the Welsh Assembly Commitment to Address Climate Change which states that:

“local authorities need to play their full part at local level, leading and delivering the Welsh response to climate change”. 

Furthermore we are aware that under the Local Government Act (2000) and Planning Act (2004) the County Council has the opportunity and duty (respectively) to encourage and contribute to the sustainability of the County.

Our comments above and below are therefore made in order encourage the County Council to take greater steps to mainstream and implement sustainable development policies and objectives through the LDP. This encouragement is in line with the recent WAG consultation documents: the SD Scheme, Green Jobs, and Climate Change, all of which make clear the need for change but also the opportunities provided locally by embracing change. The LDP Preferred Strategy seems to us to underestimate the potential of the forward planning function to lead on and advocate for a Sustainable future for the County. Specifically: 

i) The policy basis is weak: there is no reference to the Draft SD Scheme 2008 which sets a challenging target to reduce resource and energy use. Sustainable development rhetoric exists through the plan but the principles are not presented nor applied.

ii) The general tone of the documents is characterised by a ‘low power perception’, a ‘light touch’ with regard to sustainable development, and failure to be ‘directive’. This might explain the choice of a hybrid option (the least contentious option?). This tone is partly the result of a ‘housing market driven strategy’, whereby the ‘market’ is allowed to dictate preferred locations and the amount of affordable housing. If this observation is correct then the potential for the County Council planning function to encourage a sustainable county is also low.

iii) The evidence base weak. The assumption underpinning the preferred strategy is that Housing growth leads to higher GDP and greater prosperity, yet no evidence has been made available to support this assertion.

iv) There is no specific mention made of the importance of the role of the public sector in the local economy in terms of spending, investment and wages. Public services dominate the economy and, along with the tourism industry, offer the lowest wages (see Institute of Economic Research on public spending, and the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2007, for poverty and wage levels across Wales).

v) The term ‘sustainable’ is used frequently and ambiguously, for example, what does the term ‘sustainable location’ mean in Policy 10, and the term ‘sustainable travel improvements’ in Policy 8? Furthermore the objective to achieve SD is not appropriately interpreted in the document. 

vi) The Appendices reinforce this concern. Firstly the definition of Sustainable Development is too narrow and selective. Secondly the explanation of ‘sustainable locations’ uses the word ‘sustain’ but does not explain what it means. 

vii) In this same paragraph the phrase “some undeveloped areas, with the potential to provide all these, may be considered”, is used. This implies that the County Council is prepared to consider new, self-standing developments, in previously undeveloped areas. If this is the case this is a STRATEGIC POLICY and should be made clear in section 4, and the County Council should make clear what areas of the County are being considered for new, self-standing, developments. Where are the sustainable locations? What sort of development might be considered? The explanation of sustainable locations raises more questions than it answers and with them many concerns!

We sincerely hope that you will receive these comments as an expression of TENP members concern that the sustainable future of the County is in the interests of all groups and communities, and that our comments, while often critical, seek to contribute to an important discussion on the future of our County.

PART 8) FUTURE STAGES:

Please Notify TENP of the future stages of the LDP.

Views on the Consultation process:

The consultation process, including the stakeholder meetings, provides no opportunity to discuss the assumptions and justifications underpinning the objectives, policies and strategies, with planning officers. The reality is that planning officers are reluctant or unwilling to engage in discussion and to give serious consideration to alternative scenarios and options. The result is ‘business as usual’ and the consultation process is of little, if any, productive value. This is unsatisfactory if the County Council wish to engage fully with the voluntary sector and benefit from the ‘social capital’ available within the sector.

A more appropriate process, which would require a more ‘open minded’ approach by the County Council, would be to add to the formal consultation process with additional meetings and discussions prior to and within the formal legal timetable.  

The more the final strategy is jointly owned and constructed by the County and ‘key’ Stakeholders the more likely it is to be legitimate, to be relevant to local concerns and needs, and to be implemented.

Yours sincerely

Marc Mordey. TENP Coordinator 

