Appendix 2

Department for Communities and Local Government – Consultation paper on a new Planning Policy Statement: Planning for a Natural and Healthy Environment

Policy Context


  
1.
Planning Policy Statements (PPSs) set the national planning policy 
context.  Planning policy set at the regional and local level, including 
current work on the Local Development Framework for 
NewcastleGateshead, needs to be consistent with these policy 
statements. 
2.
The content of this PPS, and our proposed response to it, also supports the vision for Gateshead as set out in the Sustainable Community Strategy Vision 2030, and the Council’s Corporate Plan.  

Background
3.
The Department for Communities and Local Government is currently consulting on a new Planning Policy Statement: Planning for a Natural and Healthy Environment.  The PPS will cover planning for the natural environment, green infrastructure, open space, sport, recreation and play.
4.
In its final form, this PPS will replace the following existing planning policy documents which are relevant Gateshead: PPS9: Biodiversity and Geological Planning; Planning Policy Guidance (PPG)17: Planning for Open Space, Sport and Recreation; and PPS7: Sustainable Development in Rural Areas, in so far as it relates to landscape protection, soil and agricultural land quality, and forestry. 

5.
This new PPS also takes account of the commitment in the 2007 white paper Planning for a Sustainable Future to streamline existing PPGs and PPSs and separate out policy from guidance – hence this single consolidated document, bringing together several existing policy documents. 

Comment

6.
The principle of bringing together biodiversity, geological conservation, soil, landscape, forestry, open space and recreation (including access) policies into a single document is a laudable one, particularly as there are inevitable overlaps and conflicts to resolve on occasions between these disciplines.  This has resulted in a document which is considerably more streamlined and may be more useable than some of its predecessors.  However, it is important that, in this quest for fewer words, nothing important is ‘lost in the translation’.
7.
This is also the first PPS to fully consider green infrastructure, which it defines as a strategic network of green spaces, which can provide a wide range of environmental and community benefits.  The proper consideration of green infrastructure in Government planning policy is a welcome and necessary development.  
8.
The PPS identifies the important contribution that green infrastructure makes to high quality built environments, and its role in adapting to, and reducing the adverse effects of, climate change.  It recognises that the planning system needs to ensure that strategic networks of green spaces are identified and protected from development, and where appropriate are enhanced, so that they can provide the wide range of functions which are important for communities and biodiversity.  This is all valuable new work.
9.
Government intervention through the planning system is recognised as being necessary here, as the wider benefits to society of green infrastructure and open space for environmental and recreational functions are not usually valued in the price of land in the market, and therefore green infrastructure is likely to be undersupplied by private agents.
10.
A suggested response to Government on the consultation document is attached as Annex A.

Consultation

11.
Planning policy staff at Natural England’s North of England Office have been informally consulted on the draft PPS.  The Cabinet Members for Economy, Housing and Transport, and Safer Stronger Communities and Culture have also been consulted on the proposed response.


Alternative Options

12.
Not responding to the draft PPS would deny the Council the opportunity to input into the Government consultation on this important document on future planning for the natural environment.

Implications of the Recommended Options:

13.
Financial Implications – The Strategic Director, Finance and ICT confirms there are no additional financial implications arising from this report. 

14.
Risk Management Implications – Nil.

15.
Equality and Diversity Implications –the draft PPS recognises the key role of green infrastructure in providing a decent quality of life and fair chances for all.
16.
Crime and disorder implications – well planned, good quality green infrastructure, as promoted by this draft PPS, can assist in reducing both real and perceived risk of crime.

17.
Sustainability Implications – the draft PPS promotes the principles of sustainable development.
18.
Human Rights Implications – Nil.
19.
Human Resources Implications – Nil.

20.
Health Implications – the value of good quality open space, sports and recreational facilities for health and well being, is recognised in the draft PPS.


21.
Area and Ward Implications – Nil.

22.
Background Information – Department for Communities and Local Government Consultation paper on a new Planning Policy Statement: Planning for a Natural and Healthy Environment.
Annex A
Department for Communities and Local Government – Consultation paper on a new Planning Policy Statement: Planning for a Natural and Healthy Environment – proposed Gateshead Council response

The consultation paper includes a proforma containing ten questions, as a suggested structure for responses.  It is proposed that the Gateshead response uses this proforma, with the following responses to the questions supplied.  The tenth question also provides scope for more general comment.
Questions on which views are sought:
1. Do you support the consolidation and streamlining of policies on the natural environment, green infrastructure, open space, sport, recreation and play into a single planning policy statement?
Proposed Response

Yes in principle, provided that this does not result in any diminution of the content as a result of the new PPS condensing material in order to cover such a breadth of subject in a relatively succinct document.  With this proviso, a more integrated approach to these related, and at times overlapping disciplines, is logical, and may make planning in this field easier to deliver.   

Testing the document against the content of the existing PPS9 on biodiversity and geological conservation, for example, does suggest that this transition has been achieved.  Although the biodiversity content is more concise, there is greater clarity in the new PPS.  The new document makes local planning authorities responsibilities clearer with reference to Local (Wildlife) Sites and Local Nature Reserves, for example.
2. Does the proposed PPS address sufficiently all the issues that planners and others face in relation to protecting the natural environment, delivering green infrastructure and other forms of open and green spaces, and land and facilities for sport, recreation and play?
Proposed Response

No.  There are number of specific issues which need to be addressed, related to individual policies, as follows:

Policy NE5.1: re line 1: "provide" should read "ensure the provision of" as local authorities are not always the provider. "Multifunctional" does not make it clear whether individual spaces should be multifunctional, which is not always appropriate, or the range of spaces should be collectively multifunctional.

NE5.2 should "refer to types of open space" and perhaps name them, as otherwise it does not make clear that each distinct recreational need should be met - for example allotments are more likely to be overlooked unless specifically referred to.

NE9.1 "wider public benefits which outweigh the harm" Is far too vague - guidance needed on how this would be assessed. There should be strict tests amounting to exceptional circumstances otherwise there will be wholesale loss of recreational land.

NE10.1 (iii): "In a suitable location" - suitable for the purpose? This should be replaced by "serving the same community or potential users".

NE10.1 (iv) Clarity would be useful on how to assess this and/or the role of Sport England In doing so.   
That said, in more general terms, the introduction of a consideration of green infrastructure to a PPS document in detail for the first time is particularly welcome.

3. Do you agree with the requirement for local planning authorities to continue to produce, and keep up-to-date, open space strategies which are based on assessments of local need and audits of existing provision (NE1.3)?
Proposed Response
Yes in principle, although it should be noted that this is resource constrained, and no additional resources have been made available to meet the increasing demand for regularly updated evidence as part of the planning process, across a breadth of disciplines, including the natural environment.

In Gateshead’s case, the evidence base in this field is being prepared jointly with the neighbouring authority of Newcastle City Council, as part of work on a joint LDF Core Strategy.  This is consistent with the approach suggested here in Policy NE1.4.

4. We propose that local planning authorities should take a strategic approach to the delivery of green infrastructure (NE4), but not to produce and publish a formal strategy (although they can do so if they choose). Do you agree with this proposal?
Proposed Response
The Council supports a strategic approach, but disagrees with the suggestion made here that this should not be in the form of a formal strategy.  The framing of this question does not accurately reflect the content of Policy NE4 in the document, however, which makes no reference to the merits or otherwise of preparing a strategy.  
In Gateshead’s case, a Green Infrastructure Strategy is being prepared in partnership with Newcastle City Council, as part of the shared LDF evidence base, and is a condition of Central Government Growth Point funding.
5. Do you agree that the proposed policy NE4 will deliver the Government’s objectives without imposing any significant new burdens?
Proposed Response

No.  Green infrastructure is a significant and complex new area of work.  It is undeniably valuable, and this new PPS makes a welcome contribution, but it will require additional resources to achieve effective implementation.  
6. The amended wording of planning policy relating to the floodlighting of sports and recreation facilities (NE11) makes it clear to local planning authorities that they should balance the impacts on amenity and biodiversity against the wider benefits to the community in terms of health and wellbeing and the additional provision of facilities. Do you agree with this proposal?
Proposed Response
The Council supports this approach, which is balanced, in considering this wide range of potentially conflicting objectives.
7. Do you agree that the proposed policy NE11 will deliver the Government’s objectives without imposing any significant new burdens?

Proposed Response
The Council agrees with this assessment.
8. Do you agree with the conclusions of the consultation stage impact assessment?

Proposed Response
Yes.  The production of this single, comprehensive PPS covering these related environmental disciplines (Option A) is a logical, efficient approach.  It is considered preferable to maintaining updated but separate documents (Option B), and is obviously far preferable to the ‘do nothing approach’ (Option C), which fails to meet the new requirement for planning policy on green infrastructure, and is not a viable option. 
9. Do you think that the policies in this proposed PPS will have different impacts, 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 equality and diversity matters.

Proposed Response

Yes.  In general terms, the PPS, by promoting a higher quality of green infrastructure and open space, will benefit communities.  It should benefit all communities, and will reduce the risk of certain areas being deprived of open space.  It is therefore likely to be inherently inclusive, and benefit those groups who are currently not able to access the full range of green infrastructure resources.   
10. Do you have any additional comments to make on this proposed PPS?

Proposed Comments
a) Reference is made in the draft PPS to the provision of practice guidance in support of the new PPS (page 12).  It is important that this is also concise and properly considered, to provide the necessary background to underpin the PPS.
The existing situation, with PPS9 on biodiversity and geological conservation, for example, is that most of the content is actually not in the PPS itself, but in the supporting Government Circular (ODPM Circular 06/2005).  If this were to be repeated here, then the idea of a concise PPS would be undermined – words may appear to be saved, simply for the sake of saving them, by transferring necessary text to the companion guide.  

b) Policy NE12: Proposals for sport and recreation requiring natural features and water:
This policy is particularly welcomed in providing a balanced approach to applications linked to activities that are based on particular natural features.  In Gateshead’s case, such features include the River Tyne, which is a resource in demand for a wide range of uses.  This policy will assist in the conflict resolution which may be necessary to make provision for recreational activities, without unacceptably compromising visual amenity, heritage and biodiversity.

c) The PPS includes a reference to a review of policy two years after publication (page 33, final para), including the addition of core output indicators, such as losses or additions to biodiversity habitat.

It is essential that such indicators are measurable, and can be measured without requiring significant additional resources.  If the choice of indicators does not reflect this, it will be difficult to assess the effectiveness of the PPS.

