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TITLE : 
CONSULTATION ON DRAFT PLANNING POLICY STATEMENT 6: PLANNING FOR TOWN CENTRES


RECOMMENDATIONS : That the comments on the draft PPS6 that are contained in the report are noted and sent to the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister as the official comments of Salford City Council.


EXECUTIVE SUMMARY : The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister has issued a consultation paper on draft Planning Policy Statement 6: Planning for Town Centres.  This report summarises the proposed changes to the policy, the main implications for Salford of those changes and a recommended response from the city council.
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DETAILS 

1.
INTRODUCTION

1.1
As part of the reform of the planning system, the Government is gradually replacing all of the existing Planning Policy Guidance Notes, with the aim of making them shorter and more focused statements of national policy.

1.2
In December 2003, ODPM released Draft Planning Policy Statement (PPS) 6: Planning for Town Centres for public consultation.  It is the Government’s intention that the PPS shall, in due course, replace Planning Policy Guidance Note 6 (PPG6): Town Centres and Retail Developments (June 1996).

1.3
Generally the draft PPS continues the approach that has been established by the existing PPG6 and the subsequent ministerial statement in April 2003, but takes a more positive and proactive approach to planning.  It seeks to promote vital and viable city, town and other centres, by planning for growth and focusing development within such centres. It also sets out, more generally, the approach that should be taken to planning for key town centres uses, which are defined as follows:

· retail, including warehouse clubs and factory outlet centres

· leisure, entertainment and the more intensive sport and recreation uses

· offices both commercial and those of public bodies

· arts, culture and tourism

· small scale community facilities

1.4
There is a much greater emphasis on the allocation of sites to identified development needs, and local authorities should allocate sufficient sites to meet anticipated demand for the next five years. Consultation with local communities and developers are required to ensure that such allocations are realistic, viable and reflect their needs.

2.
PLANNING FOR TOWN AND OTHER CENTRES

2.1
One of the main aims of the Government is to achieve thriving, safer and inclusive communities as set out in the Communities Plan.  A key means to achieving this is seen to be through the creation of vital and viable town centres.  In order to achieve this, the draft PPS sets out that development should be focused in existing centres in order to strengthen and, where necessary, regenerate them. The draft guidance encourages local authorities to “plan for growth” in retail, leisure, office and other town centre uses. Rather than responding to planning applications, the draft PPS requires local authorities to take a much more proactive approach, assessing need and identifying sites to satisfy that need.

2.2
The draft PPS requires local authorities to define a network of different centres within their area, and to consider their position in the hierarchy of centres so that each centre performs an appropriate role to meet the needs of its catchment.  At both regional and local levels, authorities should plan the distribution of growth, using it to rebalance the network of centres so as to ensure that it is not overly dominated by the largest centres.  There should be a more even distribution of growth to ensure that people’s everyday needs are met at the local level, in order to support social inclusion.

2.3
A diversity of uses is considered to be important to the vitality and viability of a centre, and tourism, leisure and cultural provision should be dispersed throughout the centre. Residential and office development should be encouraged as appropriate uses above ground floor retail, leisure and other facilities.

2.4
Where existing centres are in decline, consideration should be given to strengthening them by focusing a wider range of services there. Where this is not possible, the centres should be reclassified as lower-order centres within the hierarchy, and the policies applied within them should reflect this.

2.5
The draft PPS states that tools such as town centre strategies should be used, in order to address the transport, land assembly, crime prevention, planning, and design issues associated with the growth and management of existing centres.

3.
FIVE KEY ELEMENTS OF SITE SELECTION

3.1
In selecting sites for development, local authorities must take the following approach:

a)
Assess the need for development;

b)
Secure the appropriate scale of development;

c)
Apply the sequential approach to site selection;

d)
Assess the impact of development on existing centres; and

e)
Ensure that locations are accessible.

3.2
Exactly the same approach should be taken by developers in identifying sites for development, and these five tests should form the basis on which local authorities assess the merits of planning applications for key town centre uses.

Assess the Need for Development

3.3
As part of plan preparation and review, local authorities should assess the need for new floorspace for retail, leisure and the other key town centre uses. This should identify both the additional floorspace that is required and deficiencies/gaps in existing provision. The draft guidance states that the assessment of need should be done in conjunction with businesses and other interested parties, and it should be updated regularly, apparently on an annual basis. The Government intends to release further guidance on how such assessments of need should be undertaken.

3.4
In assessing need, local authorities should take account of both quantitative and qualitative considerations, but greater weight should be given to the former.  The draft PPS clarifies that any additional benefits in respect of regeneration and employment do not constitute indicators of need for additional floorspace. However, where there are socially excluded communities which do not have access to a range of services and facilities, and where there are clear benefits for appropriate development close to these communities, greater weight may be given to qualitative considerations to reflect this.  

3.5
In relation to the need assessment for new office floorspace, the PPS states that this will involve different factors to assessments for retail and leisure uses.  The need for office floorspace should be considered as part of an authority’s assessment of the overall need for land and floorspace for employment.  The physical capacity of centres to accommodate new office development and the town centre’s role in the hierarchy should also be relevant to planning for new office development.

3.6
In relation to planning applications, the requirement for a needs assessment relates only to retail and leisure applications in edge-of-centre and out-of-centre locations that are not allocated for such uses within an up-to-date development plan. These needs assessments should be based, wherever possible, on the needs assessment undertaken as part of the development plan, updating it where appropriate. They should not assess need for more than five years ahead, as town centre sites may become available within that period.

Secure the Appropriate Scale of Development

3.7
The scale of new facilities should be directly related to the role and function of the centre and the catchment they seek to serve.  Uses that attract a lot of people should therefore be located within centres that reflect the scale and catchment of the development proposed.

3.8
For retail, leisure and office development, the local authority should set out in the relevant development plan the maximum gross floorspace of an individual development which will be acceptable in different types of centres in their area.  The scale of development should relate to the role and function of the centre, the patterns of existing development and the scale of existing buildings within the centre.  The aim will be to put the appropriate type and scale of development in the right type of centre, to ensure that it fits in to that centre.

Apply the Sequential Approach to Site Selection

3.9
A sequential approach should be adopted in selecting sites for allocation, i.e. first preference should be for town centre sites, followed by edge-of-centre sites, and only then should consideration be given to out-of-centre sites. The draft PPS defines each of these terms, with the distance thresholds differing for different types of development. The application of the sequential approach should take account of the anticipated role of the various centres within the local authority area, and the identified sites must be realistic.

3.10
An apparent lack of sites of the right size and in the right location should not be construed as an obstacle to site allocation. Authorities that fail to allocate sufficient sites may find it difficult to resist out-of-centre development. Local authorities should consider the scope for effective site assembly using their compulsory purchase powers to help bring forward sites for development.

3.11
The draft guidance recognises that where a centre is identified for major growth, this will often involve an extension of the primary shopping area. Larger stores are seen as a means of providing additional benefits to consumers, and therefore provision should be made for them. Consideration should be given to extending town centres where necessary, but also to the more effective and efficient use of land within the existing boundaries of centres through an increased density of development. In these circumstances, multi-storey and mixed-use development should be provided, with the highest density developments in the most accessible locations.

3.12
In relation to planning applications, the sequential approach should be applied to all development proposals for sites that are not in an existing centre nor allocated in an up-to-date development plan. The relevant centres in which to search for sites will depend on the plan strategy, and the nature, scale and proposed catchment of the development.

3.13
Local planning authorities must be realistic in considering whether alternative sites are suitable, viable and available. A single retailer should not be expected to split their store into separate sites, nor to provide a significantly reduced range of products. Equally, developers need to show flexibility, for example in the format of their development, with consideration needing to be given to greater use of milti-storey and mixed-use developments, and to splitting constituent units onto more centrally-located sites (e.g. where the proposal is a retail warehouse park). Also, it is not sufficient to claim merely that the class of goods cannot be sold from a town centre site.

3.14
A key difference to current guidance is that the draft PPS specifically excludes extensions to existing developments from the sequential approach. However, the other four key policy tests still apply to extensions.

Assess the Impact of Development on Existing Centres

3.15
When allocating sites in development plans, regard must be given at all times to the Government’s objective of promoting vital and viable town centres.  An assessment of the likely impact of a proposed development, both positive and negative, on such centres must therefore be undertaken.

3.16
In relation to a development proposal, the identification of need does not necessarily indicate that there will be no negative impact and therefore the impact of a proposal on the vitality and viability of existing centres, including the cumulative effect of recent permissions and development currently under construction must also be considered.

Ensure that Locations are Accessible

3.17
In accordance with PPG13, the Government is seeking to reduce both the need to travel and reliance on the car, whilst ensuring that everyone has access to a range of facilities.  Good access to town centres is therefore essential and in selecting sites for allocation regard should be given to the accessibility of the site by a choice means of transport and the impact of the proposal on car use, traffic and congestion.  These factors are also of importance when a local authority is assessing new development proposals.

4.
OTHER ISSUES

Ancillary Uses

4.1
The draft PPS recognises that shops are very often included as an ancillary element to other forms of development e.g. petrol stations, motorway service areas, sports stadia and other leisure uses.  Where the retail element is limited in scale and genuinely ancillary, the five policy tests outlined above should not be applied. It is a matter of judgement for the local authority as to whether retail development is ancillary, and this decision should be made having regard to issues such as the scale of the development, the range of goods, and the proportion of turnover and profit from goods sold which are not directly related to the main use.

Conditions

4.2
Local authorities are advised to use conditions effectively to cover issues such as subdivision, to ensure that ancillary developments remain ancillary, to limit internal alterations (including the introduction of mezzanine floors), to limit the range of goods sold, and to control the mix of convenience and comparision goods.

Monitoring

4.3
Consistent with the other proposed reforms to the planning system, the guidance emphasises the need for comprehensive, relevant and up-to-date monitoring, in order to support the effective management and planning of town centres.  The production of an Annual Monitoring Report is required, and this should review the following:

1. the network and hierarchy of centres;

2. the need for further development;

3. the outcome of strategies for local shopping and services; and

4. the vitality and viability of centres.

4.4
In this respect, local authorities will be need to gather information on the following:

· the quality, quantity and convenience of retailing and other uses in the area and the potential capacity for growth or change of centres

· population change, economic growth or decline and expenditure patterns

· diversity of uses

· retailer representation and intentions to change representation

· shopping rents

· proportion of vacant street level property

· commercial yields on non-domestic property

· pedestrian flows

· accessibility

· customer views and behaviour

· perception of safety and occurrence of crime

· state of the town centre environmental quality.

5.
IMPLICATIONS FOR SALFORD

5.1
Overall, the draft PPS is a positive step forward, and helpfully clarifies government policy on a number of issues. This should assist the city council in drawing up its plans and determining planning applications. In particular, the clarification of the uses to which the PPS applies, and the appropriate approach to ancillary development, addresses key issues for the city council.

Positive Planning

5.2
The more proactive approach to planning for town centres and town centre uses that is proposed in draft PPS6 could have significant benefits in terms of the successful planning of the city. It will require the city council to ensure that its decisions are based on credible evidence, and that the needs of the various parts of the city are identified and provisions put in place to meet those needs.

5.3
By having robust evidence backing up a more comprehensive approach to planning for town and other centres, the city council should find that its decisions are more easily defended and that its plans are more realistic and able to be implemented. The allocation of sites to meet identified needs should help the city council to resist inappropriate proposals for retail and leisure development in out-of-centre locations. Also, by bringing forward proposals for new retail and leisure development as part of a more co-ordinated and evidence-based strategy for such uses within the city, those proposals should be more realistic. This will be particularly important within regeneration areas, and other deprived areas of the city, helping to direct new investment towards them.

Hierarchy of Centres

5.4
Although recognising that different types of centre can fulfil different roles, the draft PPS appears to retain a relatively rigid notion of a hierarchy of centres, with city centres at the top, followed by town centres, district centres and local centres. The situation within Salford is much more complicated than is allowed for under this rigid hierarchy, with areas such as Salford Quays, Chapel Street and Regent Road having special roles in providing for the city’s retail, leisure, tourism and office needs.

5.5.1 However, the draft PPS is clear that, unless they are defined as town centres, existing out-of-centre shops or shopping centres, leisure parks and retail warehouse parks should not be identified as centres. This could create difficulties for the continued development of Salford Quays and Chapel Street in particular, given that the policies in the draft PPS cover leisure, tourism and offices as well as retail development. Consideration therefore may need to be given to defining these areas as town centres, otherwise attracting additional office development to them could prove difficult, but such an approach could then make it difficult to resist major retail developments, including retail warehousing, within them.

5.6
Salford is also part of a large and complex urban area with boundaries adjoining Manchester and Trafford, two major retail centres.  The draft PPS is seeking to achieve an even distribution of centres and growth across a region and this would be beneficial to Salford, especially for centres such as Little Hulton and Eccles.  However, development is still very much developer-led and it may be difficult to encourage developers to locate in these more peripheral locations away from the critical mass of retail uses found in neighbouring authorities which may have a detrimental impact upon Salford.

Limiting Development Within Centres

5.7
The proposal within the draft PPS that local authorities identify the maximum floorspace of individual developments that would be permitted within different types of centre could be a positive tool, helping to ensure that the scale of development is appropriate to the centre in which it is proposed. However, it will be challenging to ensure that the identified maximum floorspace is not arbitrary, and protects the city’s centres whilst ensuring that appropriate development can be accommodated. 

Needs Assessment

5.8
The requirement to produce an assessment of need for retail and leisure development, and to regularly update it, raises particular issues for the city council. The authority currently collates some data on a bi-annual basis.  However the range and amount of information that will now be required will make it a much more intensive task.  Such work has also previously been commissioned from consultants, on a relatively infrequent basis, and the city council does not currently have the skills to undertake a needs assessment itself. The city council could continue to pay consultants to do this work, but, given the need to regularly update the assessment (probably annually as part of the Annual Monitoring Report), this could prove to be very expensive. As an indication, the last such study, in 2003, cost just under £20,000.

5.8
The costs could be further increased by the recommendation in the draft PPS that needs assessments that accompany planning applications should be based on the needs assessment produced by the city council. In order to properly interpret such assessments, it may be necessary to go back to the consultants that produced the city council’s assessment. This also raises issues as to the level of control the city council will have over the whole process. The city council will therefore have to make a judgement as to whether to develop skills in-house in order to produce and interpret assessments of need for retail and leisure development, or whether to continue to utilise the private sector. The use of a partnership approach would be one option.

5.9
It will be essential that the Government produce very clear guidance as to how such needs assessments should be carried out. If there is any room for interpretation then it is likely that different consultants will take different approaches, and therefore the methodology for undertaking the assessment could be a key area of debate at both development plan inquiries and planning appeals. An agreed methodology would reduce the potential for time-consuming and expensive challenges to any needs assessment produced by the city council, and would ensure that needs assessments produced by developers were consistent with it.

Other Resource Implications

5.10
The approach proposed in the draft PPS would have significant resource implications for the city council in addition to producing needs assessments, for example relating to identifying sites, monitoring, and developing town centre strategies.

5.11
The emphasis on site identification may increase the need to become involved in compulsory purchase order proceedings although it should be noted that site allocation doesn’t in itself require this. Given that the boundaries of the city’s town centres are relatively tight, with few obvious development sites, in order to fully accord with the draft PPS the city council may need to identify sites that are currently occupied by other buildings, including housing. Otherwise, it will not be possible to concentrate new development within existing centres and ensure sufficient allocations to meet identified needs.

5.12
The monitoring requirements placed on the city council by the draft PPS are very considerable, and will require significant staff resources. As the requirements will form part of the Annual Monitoring Report that the city council will have to produce under the new planning system, and such information will be assessed as part of any plans produced by the city council, it will be essential to ensure that all of the required information is collected and is accurate. Mechanisms will need to be put in place forthwith to ensure that this is done.

5.13
The strengthened emphasis on positive planning for existing centres may result in the city council needing to produce comprehensive town centre strategies for all of its town centres. These may need to be Development Plan Documents, which could take 2-3 years and significant resources to produce.

Development Control

5.14
The clarification of Government policy in the draft PPS should assist Development Control officers in assessing applications for town centre uses. The emphasis on the use of conditions to control retail and leisure developments should reduce the grounds for appeal, although the additional use of conditions will require extra monitoring to ensure compliance and in itself could equally prompt additional appeals and applications.

6.
COMMENTS TO ODPM

Positive Approach

6.1
Salford City Council supports the positive approach to planning that is set out in draft PPS6, and considers that it should assist in securing a successful future for the city. In particular, it should help to ensure that investment is directed towards the most appropriate locations, where it can support the regeneration of the city and the continuing development of sustainable communities.

Resources

6.2.1 It will be important for the Government to recognise the major increase in resources that will be required by the draft PPS, particularly relating to needs assessments and monitoring, and to make appropriate provisions through revenue support grant and/or planning delivery grant. 

Assessment of Need

6.3
With regard to needs assessments, it will be important to ensure that the proposed guidance to be produced by the Government sets out very clear procedures for undertaking such assessments. If there is any significant room for interpretation and for alternative methodologies for needs assessments, then this is likely to lead to problems both at examinations into local development documents and with planning applications and appeals. If it is possible to justify an alternative methodology that identifies additional capacity for retail and leisure development, then the methodology that the local planning authority has used for its needs assessment is likely to be challenged. However, if an agreed methodology can be set at a national level then this would remove the potential for such challenges, would ensure that all assessments produced by developers were consistent, and would help significantly with training and skills development because there would be a common approach.

Hierarchy of Centres

6.4
The relatively rigid hierarchy of centres envisaged in the draft PPS differs significantly from the reality in many local authority areas. The PPS should recognise that there are many types of centres, and that the role of some may not easily fit within the definitions of city centres, town centres, district centres and local centres identified in the draft PPS. It is important that Government policy allows a flexible approach to the development of local policies towards such centres, to ensure that they can successfully meet the needs of local areas in a sustainable manner. This is particularly important for those areas that have a strong office and tourism function, but where it would be inappropriate to have high levels of convenience shopping or retail warehousing, and therefore it would be inadvisable to designate as town centres. However, without the town centre designation, their office and tourism role could weaken. The final version of the PPS needs to recognise these issues, and allow local authorities to develop more subtle policies accordingly. It should also be recognised that there will be circumstances where it will be more sustainable to locate new retail warehouse development within existing retail warehouse parks because of the linked trips that it would encourage, provided that there is no unacceptable impact on the vitality and viability of existing designated centres.

Development Control

6.5.1 The increased emphasis on the use of conditions is supported, but it should be recognised that this could have an impact on the time required to determine planning applications, because of the discussions required with developers before conditions can be drawn up. 

Additional Guidance

6.6
Given the requirements of the draft PPS, the proposals to produce a number of supporting guidance documents are welcomed. However, it will be essential to ensure that these documents are published at the same time as the final version of PPS6, to ensure that national guidance can be successfully implemented.

Malcolm Sykes

Director of Development Services
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