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THE NORTH WEST – REGIONAL SPATIAL STRATEGY

EXAMINATION IN PUBLIC PANEL REPORT – PUBLISHED 8 MAY 2007

Following the Examination-in-Public (EiP) held in October 2006 – February 2007 into the North West draft Regional Spatial Strategy, Government Office has published the Report that sets out the Panel’s conclusions on the issues raised at the EiP. 

The Panel Report is published for information, not for consultation – so no specific response is invited at this stage. Government Office will now consider the Panel’s recommendations and publish ‘Proposed Changes’ for consultation. The 12-week consultation period for that document is expected to start in the autumn.

The Panel makes recommendations on how the Plan might be changed.

In overall summary, the Panel Report:

· Backs the Plan's overall approach and strategy but calls for an early review on some key issues.

· Confirms that, with the Panel’s recommendations, the Plan will be ‘sound’ (in terms of Government guidance).

· Agrees that the Plan is consistent (perhaps too consistent) with the Regional Economic Strategy (RES) and has taken full account of the Northern Way growth strategy and supports the concept of city regions.

· Confirms that the Regional Transport Strategy (incorporated into the Plan) sets out a long-term framework for transport in the Region.

· Recommends an increase in the scale of house building from 2003 to 2021 (the life of the plan) - to 416,000 (net) compared to 411,160 as proposed in the draft Plan. This represents an increase of 1.2% but brings the housing numbers in line with the CLG’s 2003 based figures on household projections, which was the subject of discussion at the EiP.

The Panel recognised the tight deadline within which the RSS had been produced but considered that because of this there are weaknesses – one of which is highlighted as the failure to define and identify Housing Market Areas. The Panel also recognised the ‘ever changing strategic policy context and evidence base’ after the Assembly had submitted the Plan to Government in January 2006 and indeed during the EiP - for example new national guidance and new 2003 based projections of household numbers were published during 2006 (it should also be noted that further household formation figures have since been published in 2007 which show additional increases). The Panel makes specific recommendations in relation to these issues but considers that if they are addressed the Plan will be sound. It is worth noting that the soundness of plans (or lack of it) has had much recent national attention, with a number of Local Development Framework core strategies failing the tests of soundness. The Panel advises that an early and quite wide ranging review of the Strategy is necessary.

Overall the Panel concludes that:

· The document could be made more clear and ‘user friendly’.

· The Panel were concerned about the ‘North-Westness of the draft as it relies on national targets.

· The core approach of the Plan and its prioritisation of City Regions and on transforming regional and sub-regional centres is supported but needs greater clarity.

· The Plan does not give sufficient emphasis to the importance of addressing the consequences of climate change.

· The Plan is consistent with the Regional Economic Strategy and the Northern Way growth strategy.

· The plan generally supports the concept of city regions.

· The suggested revisions to the regional transport strategy improve the clarity and are welcomed.

· The Plan’s proposal for the number of new homes to be built is generally supported but has been increased marginally to conform to the CLG’s 2003 based household projections which were published after the draft RSS.

However, the Panel recommends a number of changes/additions to Policies. These will need to be considered in detail by Government Office. Based on an initial review of the Panel Report at this stage the key suggestions with regard to housing appear to be:

· In summary the Panel Report is very supportive of the 2003 ONS forecasts which are broadly in line with the RSS average net increase in dwellings to 22,844 per year up to 2021 and states that this proposes ‘a considerable relaxation of restraint policies that currently apply in the North West.’ 

· The Panel further recommends that the number of dwellings per year should be increased in line with the forecasts to 23,111 per year to 2021 and this is reflected in an amended Table 9.1.

· The Panel also states that local planning authorities should assume that the average annual housing number will continue for a limited period beyond 2021 for the purpose of preparing LDF documents and this has been added to Policy L4. 

· The Panel considered that a reduction in the proposed level of house-building  ‘could lead to an imbalance between demand and supply’ and ‘would hamper the provision of affordable housing’.  

· The Panel recognises that the definition of HMA boundaries could well be a sensitive issue and recommends they should not be introduced without thorough assessment and working in partnership with, amongst others, the house-building industry. 

· The Panel recommends reduced ‘previously developed land’ (PDL) targets from 80% to the former RPG figure of 70%, as there was no convincing evidence to justify the higher value. 

· The Panel accepted that Policy L5 contains no numerical targets for Affordable Housing, notwithstanding the advice of PPS3. It found that evidence available did not permit the recommendation of specific figures but that such targets should be included when the RSS is reviewed.

The publication of the Panel Report is an important step forward in getting a new statutory Regional Spatial Strategy in place, which recognises the step change required in housing delivery if the Government’s targets are to be achieved. On the whole the Panel supports the approach and strategy set out in the Plan. The suggested need for higher rates of house building is a key change, although as this is from 2003 to 2021 housing numbers are already behind.

Government Office will now consider the Panel Report in preparing the ‘Proposed Changes’ to the RSS to be published for consultation in the autumn, although it is not bound by the Panel’s recommendations. In preparing the ‘Proposed Changes’ Government Office can also take account of any new guidance or information published since the EiP took place. For example, it is worth noting that a further set of household projections has been published this year, which show even higher projected growth in the number of households than the projections considered at the examination.
Following consideration of responses to the consultation on the Proposed Changes, the Secretary of State is expected to publish the final North West Plan in early 2008.
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