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Draft RSS and existing RSS and deleting housing targets

Summary of representation

Following the Secretary of State’s 27 May letter, the Society argues that in the AIDPD the housing targets (and employment provision based on these targets) are based on the targets set in a draft of the RSS that can no longer be given any significant weight.  The adopted Core Strategy housing targets were based on an even earlier draft of the RSS and were not determined on local need.   The Society believes that, since neither the Core Strategy nor the AIDPD housing figures were based on locally determined need, but on imposed and being withdrawn nationally/regionally-determined housing targets which also determined the locations for this housing and employment requirements, the withdrawal of the draft RSS and the intended abolition of the RSS leads to an unsound submitted AIDPD.  It also leaves the Core Strategy subject to challenge.  No significant weight can now be given to regional plans and the Local Development Framework Documents will need review in the near future when the details of the Government’s stated policy is available.  An emerging Development Plan Document should not proceed to any conclusion.

Detailed argument

In the “Advice produced by The Planning Inspectorate for use by its Inspectors” under  “REGIONAL STRATEGIES - FORTHCOMING ABOLITION”, reference is made to the Rt Hon Eric Pickles’ letter dated 27 May, “highlighting the Coalition Government's commitment to rapidly abolish Regional Strategies (RS) and return decision making powers on housing and planning to local councils. The letter goes on to say that ‘decisions on housing supply (including the provision of travellers’ sites) will rest with LPAs without the framework of regional numbers and plans’.   It also makes clear that a formal announcement on abolition will be made soon and that in the meantime ‘LPAs and PINS [are] to have regard to the letter as a material planning consideration in any decisions they are currently taking’.”   Also “if the Secretary of State thinks it necessary or expedient to do so the Secretary of State may at any time revoke all or any part of a regional strategy under section 79(6) of the Local Democracy, Economic Development and Construction Act 2009. 

The commitment is to rapidly abolish Regional Strategies.  In the South West this will be RPG 10.  In the near future a RSS will not exist.  In Annex B, the Advice states:   “The first guiding principle in development plan work is where possible to ensure that housing and other sessions that respond directly to RS policy do not proceed immediately.”  Core Strategies were prepared on the basis that in order to pass the test of soundness, they had to conform to an RSS.   If they had not had this requirement they may have provided for a different level of housing provision and involved an entirely different spatial strategy. The core reason for the abolition of the RSS is that local planning authorities should not be constrained by nationally and regionally imposed targets. The weight that can be given to the draft RSS and the RSS must be very limited if any.  The Society cannot see that a Core Strategy or an emerging Development Plan Document adopted on the basis of targets, which will shortly no longer exist, can remain valid.  

The TCS representation on Matter 1 on page 2 stated:

"The MDDC is unable to challenge the draft RSS Policy HMA4. The Tiverton Civic Society (TCS) is not so fettered. It feels a duty to bring to the Inspectors' notice where the draft RSS out-dated data, and drawn down into the MDDC LDF, may be challenged and why the exceptional targets do not deal with the draft RSS demands for self-sufficiency but are to satisfy a wider imposed requirement unrelated to the needs of local communities in Mid Devon and Tiverton in particular."  

This part of the TCS representation indicated that the HM4A4 housing target was unsustainable and lacked local scrutiny. The new SoS has taken a similar line in his revealed new policy on RSS housing targets.  In short the TCS felt, in Mid Devon's adopted Core Strategy and Allocations and Infrastructure Development Plan Document, the Mid Devon DC had been over ambitious and took a considerable risk in relying on earlier drafts of the RSS and had assumed increased house building target rates over those extrapolated from the building boom years of 2000 - 2006.  The TCS argued in its representations and at the Hearing Sessions that the AIDPD also put excessive weight of provision into the market towns rather than to meet local need. The Core Strategy Inspector expressed concern at the risk involved and this is cited in the TCS Original Representation. 

The SHLAA responses in the evidence base for the ensuing MDDC AIDPD showed clearly that the house building industry saw no likelihood of these ambitious rates being delivered in the foreseeable future. 
The MDDC's officers' argument of "flexibility" misses the point of the need to plan to rationalised purpose and comply with higher order policy rather than to a gross over-provision based on a removed policy and which is undeliverable.  It also fails to satisfy the policy of meeting local needs.   

The statements coming from the new SoS is that RSS housing targets are being dropped and locally determined figures will rule. All draft RSS, in effect, are withdrawn and existing RSS, wholly or in part, will be abolished in due course by enactment.  There will be no replacement RSS in the currently adopted statutory development plan which includes the RPG10. This is still the only regional strategic development plan.   Therefore the MDDC Core Strategy and AIDPD should comply for the moment with RSS Policy SS 19 and particularly its last sentence about limiting housing growth to avoid fuelling commuting to say Exeter "rather than meet local needs."  The key issue is still to make provision in rural areas, such as the Mid Devon area, to meet local need. 
The TCS has consistently promoted its case that the housing figures grossly exceed local need.  It also follows that the employment land provision is excessive.  Within these contexts, the TCS produced and cited the demographic evidence in the accompanying database of the AIDPD to make its case. 

It is our view the adopted Mid Devon Core Strategy is not compliant.  Nor is the emerging AIDPD.   We feel that it seeks to stick with the unrealistic targets forced upon it from a draft RSS which will not be signed off by the SoS and should therefore be regarded as withdrawn with no status.  We agree with Bristol City Council’s recent response in a letter to the Inspector conducting the Inquiry into their draft Core Strategy.   They state that "..it would be inappropriate for the emerging RSS for the South West to be given  any significant weight in the examination of the Core Strategy."   

The TCS is aware of an opinion among independent professional planners that anything based (say a Core Strategy) on fundamentally changed policy or emerging policy (such as the "being abolished" Regional Spatial Strategy’s or draft RSS’s housing targets) is out dated and such a Development Plan Framework Document has to be revised to take on board the changed Government policy.  One of the main arguments for the Development Plan Framework, replacing the old Local Plan procedures, was the ease of reviewing a framework document.

It is submitted that the AIDPD is no longer validly based and is therefore unsound.   
There is also the possibility, indicated in Parliament by Greg Clark, Housing Minister, and 

Greg Shapps that the saved structure and local plans will become the vehicle for local planning authorities to further review their local needs and policies.  

All these uncertainties strongly suggest that LDF documents based upon draft RSS or adopted RSS should be withdrawn.  

The Society believes it will be necessary to start again with LDF documents while, in the meantime, relying on the adopted Local Plan and County Structure Plan both of which still have some years to run.

