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PLANNING POLICY STATEMENT Consultation Questions

When complete, please email to economicdevelopment@communities.gsi.gov.uk or post to Richard Canovan, Planning for Business Team, Communities and Local Government, 
1/J3 Eland House, Bressenden Place, London SW1E 5DU

PART 4: Consultation Questions

Name: Alison Eardley

Organisation: Action for Market Towns
Address:  Unit 5, Baxter Court, Higher Baxter Street, Bury St Edmunds, IP33 1ES   
E-mail address:  Alison.eardley@towns.org.uk     
Questions on which we would particularly like your views:

Please state whether you agree to your response being made public. Yes
1. Do you support the consolidation and streamlining of national planning policy on economic development into a single policy statement? What do you think are the costs and benefits of the approach?

Yes
Comment:  We represent market town partnerships at the grassroots level, who strive to work for the improvement and sustainability of their small towns.  There is a capacity issue for such partnerships in terms of how able some are in engaging with the statutory arena on issues such as planning. Consolidating the current national planning policy into one succinct statement should make it easier for our target audience to understand the planning objectives and processes; however we would be keen to understand how CLG is going to continue to bridge the gap between the public sector plans and the needs and views of the local community.  Page 24 of the consultation, subsection EC4.1 makes reference to making full and effective use of local plans, but in practice some partnerships find it difficult to make the links to the higher level public sector documents.
In terms of the document as a whole, there is a tendency to refer to “local authorities” rather than to specific tiers and their respective responsibilities/powers.  Although understandable it does neatly side-step any debate about devolution/localism, which seems counter to the empowerment agenda.  With this in mind, we would like to see explicit reference to Town Councils, as an additional way of encouraging higher tier authorities to engage at this level.
2. Does the draft Statement include all that you understand to be policy from draft PPS4, PPG5, PPS6 and PPS7? If not, please be specific about what paragraphs in any of these documents you feel should be included in this document? Please can you explain why this should be the case?

Comment:  See answer to Q1 in relation to need for more detail on specific tiers of governance.
3. Other than where specifically highlighted, the process of streamlining policy text previously in draft PPS4, PPS6 and PPS7 to focus on policy rather than guidance is not intended to result in a change in policy. Are there any policies which you feel have changed in this process? Please tell us what you think has changed and provide alternative wording that addresses your concerns.

Comment:  See answer to Q1 in relation to need for more detail on specific tiers of governance
4. Does the structure of the draft Statement make it easier to understand what is required at different stages in the planning process? Are there any improvements you would like to see made? 
Comment:  In terms of Action for Market Town's target audience (local small town partnerships, often led by volunteers), there are often capacity issues in terms of having the relevant knowledge and understanding of the statutory processes in place to engage with.  Whilst the draft Statement undertakes to simplify it in this case, we believe there will still be assistance required for certain groups to understand and engage with the process. 
5. Do you think the restructuring of the impact test from the consultation draft of PPS6 achieves the right balance and is it robust enough to thoroughly test the positive and negative impacts of development outside town centres?

Yes 
Comment:  Page 63 notes that within impact assessments, there is often limited supporting analysis on how any impacts on town centres have been considered.  Such analysis could be bolstered by for example local market town partnerships, who are in a position to gather local knowledge.  An example is using the Market towns healthcheck (which AMT are in the process of renewing for 2009).  Evidence gathered would be useful in terms of inputting into good practice guidance (as per pages 65 and 71). 

6. Should more be done to give priority in forward planning and development management to strategically important sectors such as those that support a move to a low carbon economy, and if so, what should this be?

Yes
7. Is the approach to the determination of planning applications set out in policy EC21 proportionate?

Yes 
Comment:  EC21.2 talks about the relevance of recent local assessments of the health of town centres which take account of the indicators outlined in Annex A.  There are capacity issues in many smaller towns in terms of being able to undertake health assessments and ensure that these are in a format which can feed into the planning process.  This is capacity in terms of both financial, staff and expertise.  This appears to highlight a gap in the planning process, where, if for reasons of capacity recent data does not exist, development might occur that is in fact detrimental to that town.  We would like to see this paragraph more strongly worded so that data at the town level must be utilised, thus creating a need for the data to be developed in the first place.
8. Do you think the requirement for regional spatial strategies to set targets for employment land targets for each district in their area should be imposed? Please give reasons for your view.
Comment:  We understand the argument for this in terms of more greatly aligning the economic targets of both the regional and local levels.  There needs to be a robust system in place for the very local level small towns to be able to engage in this target setting, where capacity issues already exist in engaging with the District/ County level.  The data at the local level must also be up-to-date and in a viable format in order to input into this process so that very local issues are reflected.  EC11.2 refers to the collection of such data, which should be undertaken not only in conjunction with the private sector, but should engage with the partnerships at town level.
9. Do you agree the policies do enough to protect small or rural shops and services, including public houses? If no, please explain what changes you would like to see.
Comment:  The clear recognition of 'rural' is welcome.  We are pleased to note that rural areas are viewed as major contributors to the national economy on a par with all urban areas outside London.  Vital and viable town centres are key drivers of the economy and are at the hearts of sustainable communities.  This is particularly the case in smaller rural towns, where even small changes to the availability of shops, services and facilities can have wide-reaching negative impacts on the local community. 
Market town partnerships play a key role in developing and sustaining the economic viability of the small towns they operate within, often on a voluntary basis and with limited resources (both human and financial).  

 In the case of these smaller areas, we would like to see further reference (eg. in EC3, EC5) to a need to engage with the very grassroots level on issues, as often those very local partnerships do not have the capacity to engage proactively.
The Government support of such groups between 2000-2005 illustrates how much these partnerships have to offer and what can be achieved with the right policy context in place – the Market Town Initiative and Market and Coastal Town Initiative are clear examples of how additional support directed from the national level can effect large positive change on the ground.  

EC10 and EC17 refer to car parking in non-residential developments.  In EC10.2 in addition to the current recommendations we would like local planning authorities to take into account the impact that not only good quality and secure, but also cost-effective parking (for the user) can make on the vitality and viability of town centres (especially in light of out-of-town developments often offering free parking).
10. In response to Matthew Taylor, we have altered the approach to issues such as farm diversification. What do you consider are the pros and cons of this approach?

Comment:  Provided there is no negative impact of diversification on both the environment and local population, we support the approach.
11. Do you think that the proposals in this draft PPS will have a differential impact, either positive or negative, on people, because of their gender, race or disability? If so how in your view should we respond? We particularly welcome the views of organisations and individuals with specific expertise in these areas.


No 
