Sarah Collins

Cambridgeshire County Council

ET1014 Castle Court

Shire Hall

Cambridge CB3 0AP

3rd March 2005

Dear Mr Human

Cambridge & South Cambridgeshire Area Transport Plans

Further to your letter dated 8th February 2005 in respect of the above document, which was addressed to my predecessor Giles Atkinson and sent to the HBF’s previous offices at Leonard Street, London. 

Before I set out the HBF’s comments I would be grateful if you amend your Council’s database of people to contact on planning policy and housing matters, in order to ensure that all future correspondence to the HBF is sent direct to myself at my home address: Mr P Cronk, House Builders Federation, White Gables, 34 Church Road, Brightlingsea, Colchester CO7 0JF and note my phone number: 07802 857099. I can be contacted by e-mail at paul.cronk@hbf.co.uk. 

General Points

The HBF objects in principle to the consultation paper on the basis that it is not at all clear as to its actual status. Reference is made to the fact that there are currently four separate corridor action plans, and that the review brings these together in one document. However, the review seeks to substantially alter and extend the sphere of these original documents. 

There is no reference on the front cover to the SPG/SPD status that the document will have. Nor is there any mention of there having been a Sustainability Appraisal carried out in respect of the document.

The consultation letter accompanying the draft document was dated 8th February 2005 and received on 15th February 2005, with a deadline date for comments of 3rd March 2005. A consultation period of only 3 weeks is considered totally inadequate. It is also unclear as to the actual level of consultation being undertaken, and with whom.

In relation to the role and status of Supplementary Planning Documents, PPS12 makes the following points:

“2.42 Where prepared, supplementary planning documents should be included in the local development framework and will form part of the planning framework for the area. They will not be subject to independent examination and will not form part of the statutory development plan. However, they should be subjected to rigorous procedures of community involvement. 

2.43 Supplementary planning documents may cover a range of issues, both thematic and site specific, which may expand policy or provide further detail to policies in a development plan document. They must not however, be used to allocate land. Supplementary planning documents may take the form of design guides, area development briefs, master plan or issue-based documents, which supplement policies in a development plan document. The following principles apply to a supplementary planning document: 

i. it must be consistent with national and regional planning policies as well as the policies set out in the development plan documents contained in the local development framework; 

ii. it must be clearly cross-referenced to the relevant development plan document policy which it supplements (or, before a relevant development plan document has been adopted, a saved policy); 

iii. it must be reviewed on a regular basis alongside reviews of the development plan document policies to which it relates; and 

iv. the process by which it has been prepared must be made clear and a statement of conformity with the statement of community involvement must be published with it. 

2.44 Supplementary planning documents may contain policies which expands or supplements the policies in development plan documents. However, policies which should be included in a development plan document and subjected to proper independent scrutiny in accordance with the statutory procedures should not be set out in supplementary planning documents.

3.18 
…..Local planning authorities must undertake sustainability appraisal throughout the preparation process of a supplementary planning document. The sustainability appraisal of the development plan document to which the supplementary planning document conforms, may already meet the requirements for sustainability appraisal of the supplementary planning document. However, where the supplementary document is developing the policy further or in greater detail, it will be necessary to undertake sustainability appraisal of those matters. This includes preparing a scoping report; sustainability appraisal during the preparation of the supplementary planning document; and the production of a final report to accompany the draft supplementary planning document at the public participation stage in accordance with Regulation 17.34 ” (my emphasis).

The paper gives no indication of the overall priority given by the contributing local authorities to developer contributions to meet transport objectives as opposed to other objectives, notably affordable housing.  The preparation of a piece of work such as the document gives the impression that transport contributions are pre-eminent amongst the planning gain requirements of each of the Cambridgeshire local authorities, but experience of HBF members shows that very often local authorities’ overall priority is for affordable housing.  

It would be useful if the paper addressed this issue and acknowledged that there is a limit to the planning gain that may be demanded in any scheme and a corporate approach from individual local authorities is required in which they each set out a realistic prioritisation of requirements.  All too often each department in each local authority insists that its requirements are the most important with no regard to their colleagues in other departments with the result that an exaggerated total requirement is demanded.  The advantage of a strategic approach is that it can say something sensible about prioritisation. Furthermore, it will have to assess the merits of any other planning requirements being sought (e.g. affordable housing, public open space e.t.c.) before coming to a decision as regards to the content of any Section 106 Agreement. It will also need to assess any such requirements in relation to the overall financial viability of any development.

It should also be remembered that the advice from Government about what is appropriate to ask developers to contribute towards remains the tests set out in Circular 1/97. It cannot be stated that the developer should pay for the total amount of improvements identified by the transport plan.  The developer should only pay for those elements of improvement that meet the tests set out in Circular 1/97 and these cannot be known in advance, SPD or not.

The fact that the contributions are based on a formulaic approach demonstrates that the approach does not specifically identify those infrastructure improvements that are required to enable proposals to go ahead. It is an unfair tax on new development, for example the Council does not impose this tax on increases in traffic flows generated, for example, from existing residents purchasing new motor vehicles and generating additional trips.  The Council levies a council tax on residents to cover these infrastructure improvements.  

Finally, there is always a danger with a modelled, theoretical approach such as this, which seeks to place a numerical value on what are essentially subjective judgements that the output is afforded a veneer of authenticity, which it may not deserve. There is a further risk that the numbers, which form the output of the exercise, may obscure proper planning judgment about what is actually required on individual sites.

Detailed Points

Introduction

It is stated in paragraph 1.4 that the purpose of Area Transport Plans is to identify new transport infrastructure and service provision. However, such important matters ought to be properly examined at the Local Plan / Development Plan Document level due to their impact on individual development site viability for particular localities.  

Paragraph 1.8 refers to the Area Transport Plan funding of schemes being supplementary to LTP and other transport funds. However, it is not clear as to the precise relationship between these. 

Paragraph 1.9 refers to periodic future reviews of the Area Transport Plans in relation to developer contribution levels. Again, this creates significant difficulties for developers, as there will be considerable uncertainty as to actual development costs for future development schemes. This is likely to impact upon housing delivery rates. 

The need for transport improvements

The text makes it clear that the areas of coverage of the transport plans have been significantly extended, and that a number of new transport schemes have been added. It is not clear how these are justified in relation to the direct transportation needs arising from individual new residential developments (which may be very small scale in nature). Furthermore, paragraph 3.12 makes it clear that separate and additional developer funding will also be sought for larger transportation schemes of sub-regional importance.

The following list identifies the levels of funding being sought in the draft guidance, as well as the levels of funding presently sought under existing guidance, as set out in the 4 transport plans:

Southern Corridor = £385 per trip (presently £369 per trip)

Eastern Corridor = £342 per trip (presently £229 per trip)

Northern Corridor = £405 per trip (presently £399 per trip)

Western Corridor = £203 per trip (presently £171 per trip)

The HBF does not consider that either the methodology or justification for the sums being sought are adequately set out. Nor does it consider that possible alternative sources of funding are properly explored. 

The corridors

Whilst Tables 3, 4 and 5 set out the financial contributions sought for proposed individual transportation schemes, no information or evidence is provided to justify their specific costs or benefits.  

Developer contributions towards strategic transport schemes

Reference is made to contributions being sought from ‘large-scale’ developments, but these do not appear to have been clearly defined.  

Summary 

Assessing the cumulative impact of developments is effectively imposing a tariff on development.  The approach of the Councils does not demonstrate that this tariff is required to meet the infrastructure needs associated with a specific development.  This tariff is therefore an additional cost on development that is distinct from the planning obligation. The approach does not therefore accord with the tests set out in Para 7 of Circular 1/97, which establish the circumstances where a planning obligation may be sought.

The Councils need to establish that new development will generate an additional demand on these facilities and that new development is not used as a means of addressing prevailing deficiencies with such facilities. Circular 1/97 requires this link to be demonstrated.

Given the fundamental impact of trip journey transportation contributions being sought, these should be considered alongside other important site locality and viability issues in a LDD (rather than) SPD issue. Furthermore, the HBF questions whether the draft document has been produced in accordance with new planning legislation.

I look forward to the acknowledgment of these comments in due course.

Yours sincerely,

Paul Cronk

Regional Planner (Eastern & East Midlands Regions)
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