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SOUTH EAST PLAN: EXAMINATION IN PUBLIC 

Recommendation

The Board is invited to APPROVE those matters of SEEDA’s submission to the Examination in Public of the draft South East Plan, as summarised in paragraph 10, registering objections to policies regarding housing provision and airport expansion, and reserving SEEDA’s position on policies regarding employment land, the content of the implementation plan and the degree to which the draft Plan and the Regional Economic Strategy are in conformity.
Background

1. The Board agreed SEEDA’s response to the previous consultation draft of Part One of the Plan, which focused on regional policies, at its meeting on 17 March 2005 (a copy of SEEDA’s subsequent response is attached for information).  Since then, the Assembly has developed the sub regional elements of the Plan and district level housing allocations, which are contained in part two.  The comprehensive final version of the draft South East Plan was submitted to Central Government on 31 March, and it is now the responsibility of the Secretary of State to take forward this Plan to final approval, hopefully later next year.  A crucial stage in this process is an Examination in Public, during which an independent panel tests the Plan and its policies.  
2. The Examination in Public is administered by GOSE who require formal comments to be submitted to the Panel Secretariat no later than 23 June.  The Board therefore now needs to consider whether there are any elements in the draft Plan to which it wishes to object, or on which it wishes to reserve its position pending further investigation.
The Examination in Public
3. A panel has now been appointed to conduct the Examination in Public, chaired by Corrine Swain with Martin Shaw and Mary Travers sitting as Panel Inspectors.  The Panel will sit in Woking from 27 November to 15 December to consider regional policies.  In the New Year it then moves on to consider the sub-regional strategies, with venues and provisional dates as follows:
· Chichester 15 – 26 January (South Hampshire, Sussex Coast and Isle of Wight)

· Maidstone 5 – 15 February (East Kent, Ashford and Kent Thames Gateway)

· 26 February – 9 March (Gatwick Area, London Fringe, Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley, Oxfordshire and Milton Keynes and Aylesbury Vale)

4. Responses to the public consultation exercise must be submitted by 23 June.  On 18 August, the Panel will then issue a draft list of matters to be discussed at the Examination in Public, with a final list being published on 23 October.  Statements on these matters must then be submitted to the Panel by 9 November.
5. From the experience of Examinations in Public that are already under way in several other regions, we know that a senior representative of SEEDA will be required to attend most or all of the days on which the Panel sits, and will be expected to offer a view and contribute to the debate on any aspect of the draft Plan that the Panel judges to be appropriate.  This is in addition to exploring in detail those issues that SEEDA itself wishes to raise, which as noted above must be submitted with brief justifications by 23 June.
Key Policy Issues 
6. The South East Plan is a spatial strategy which not only embraces physical development but also provides a framework for much other activity at the regional level including housing, transport, natural resource management, waste and minerals.  It is not necessary or appropriate for SEEDA to comment on every aspect of the draft Plan, but rather comments should reflect SEEDA’s primary interests as a Regional Development Agency. In this regard, we look to the draft Plan as the strategic element of the statutory development plan to reflect regional economic priorities, and to constitute a coherent and mutually supportive framework alongside the Regional Economic Strategy.
7. SEEDA’s response to the previous consultation draft in 2005 focused on the following issues:
· Policies in relation to the economy were insufficiently developed;
· The Plan was dismissive of the concept of smart growth;
· The relationship between the RES and the South East Plan did not appear to comply with the requirement to be mutually supporting;
· Spatial elements of the Plan were insufficient, and did not provide the basis to identify strategic employment sites;
· Airports policy was contrary to the Aviation White Paper, and to SEEDA’s own stance;
· The range of housing growth options proposed were insufficient to meet the needs of the regional economy.
8. In respect of these issues, a review of the content of the draft Plan as submitted at the end of March this year leads to the following broad conclusions:

· Economy – the policies contained in the draft Plan have been refined further, and now conform broadly with the emerging shape of the revised Regional Economic Strategy.  In particular, the treatment of smart growth is now much more closely aligned with the approach adopted in the draft RES.
· Spatial emphasis – this aspect of the Plan is now much more fully developed, with a complete set of proposed sub-regional strategies included.  Nonetheless these are somewhat uneven in scope and content, and further analysis is required in order to determine whether the approach to employment land provision, and to strategic employment sites in particular, meets the needs of sub-regional economies.

· Airports policy – this remains contrary to the Aviation White Paper and to SEEDA’s position, only recently reaffirmed in the draft RES, by challenging proposals for a third runway and sixth terminal at Heathrow, and a second terminal and third terminal at Gatwick.

· Housing provision – the draft Plan makes provision for an average additional 28,900 homes per annum over the period 2006 to 2026.  This stands in stark contrast to SEEDA’s analysis, which indicates that achieving the level of economic growth supported by both the draft Plan and the draft RES requires provision in the range 36,000 – 48,000 per annum.  Although some of the assumptions underpinning these projections (for example the most recent Government (ONS) population projections published in March) have changed marginally since SEEDA responded to the consultation draft, the analysis supporting SEEDA’s response remains robust, and continues to justify an absolute minimum provision of 36,000 additional homes per annum.  Achieving this level of completions is certainly possible as demonstrated by the output figures for the past year.
· Conformity between South East Plan and Regional Economic Strategy – the draft Plan and draft Regional Economic Strategy are broadly consistent in terms of economic assumptions and core economic policies.  However, given the divergence on airports policy and housing growth, and pending any final revisions to the draft RES, it cannot be said that the two documents currently constitute a mutually supportive framework.
Proposed Approach
9. At this stage in the process, SEEDA must identify those parts of the draft Plan to which it objects, and those on which it reserves its position.  It is possible to withdraw at a later stage those issues on which positions are reserved, but there is no scope to subsequently add additional objections.  SEEDA must then be prepared to submit formal statements supporting its objections later in the year.
10. Accordingly, it is proposed that SEEDA adopts the following approach in identifying those matters of major importance it wishes to see considered at the Examination in Public:

· Housing provision – SEEDA registers an objection to the proposed average annual growth level of 28,900 dwellings (Section D3, policy H1) on the grounds that this will be insufficient to meet the needs of the region’s economy (including the assumed economic growth rate of 3% GVA growth per annum for the first 10 years of the Plan, as set out in Section C, paragraph 3.3.3);
· Airports policy – SEEDA registers an objection to the opposition in the South East Plan to further expansion at Heathrow and Gatwick Section D1, paragraph 1.26 and policy T9) on the grounds the needs of the region’s economy require continued airport growth;
· Employment land – SEEDA reserves its position on proposals regarding the supply of employment land (Section D2, policy RE2) subject to a detailed review of the type and location of sites referred to in the sub-regional strategies contained in the draft Plan (Section E);
· Implementation plan – SEEDA reserves its position on the implementation plan attached to the draft Plan, subject to reviewing additional work on the implementation plan which is being undertaken by the Regional Assembly during the summer months;
· Conformity with PPS11 – SEEDA reserves its position on the extent to which the draft Plan and the Regional Economic Strategy constitute a mutually supportive framework, pending completion of the review of the Regional Economic Strategy in July.
11. In order to support these positions, SEEDA will then commission additional work to review the existing evidence in the above policy areas, and to provide the basis for the subsequent preparation of formal statements and SEEDA’s representation at the Examination in Public.  Following the departure of Paul Hudson, Paul Lovejoy will lead SEEDA’s involvement in this process.  
12. Once the Examination in Public has concluded, the Panel will then prepare a detailed report recommending any changes to be made by the Secretary of State in finally approving the Plan, no doubt taking into account advice of the Chief Planner about this time next year.
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