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PEOPLE, PLACES, FUTURES

THE WALES SPATIAL PLAN

Overview

The Wales Spatial Plan translates the Welsh Assembly Government’s policies into visions for each part of Wales which will shape how each area will develop economically, socially and environmentally, in the long term. The Plan will guide the way the Assembly Government spends its money in all areas over the next twenty years.  In addition to this the Wales Spatial Plan will be a material consideration for local planning authorities in developing their plans and making planning decisions.  The document can be seen as providing valuable information on how things are likely to develop in Wales over the next 20 years.  

HBF made a number of objections to the draft regarding the lack of reference to housing.  Whilst the document does now include far more references it doesn’t go far enough.  The HBF had requested that the Plan included housing target figures as in England but the Assembly is unwilling to take this step.  The crucial point is how the HBF or members should interact with the implementation of the Plan policies and actions.

The main points to note are:

· There is an acceptance that Wales needs net in-migration as we have a declining population.

· There is to be a greater reliance on brownfield sites south of the M4.

· New development needs to reflect local character.

· In South East Wales housing growth is to be more balanced across the area.

· Merthyr and Ebbw Vale are to see growth in housing.

· In the Swansea Bay area development is to be focused on Swansea, Neath, Port Talbot and Llanelli, prioritising the use of the abundant supply of brownfield land.

· In North East Wales Local Authorities are to review housing location as part of LDP plan preparation housing pressures are to be channelled into public transport accessible locations where it supports regeneration aims.
· Wrexham to be promoted as main regional centre.
A copy of the full document can be found at www.wales.gov.uk/themesspatialplan.

Document Content

The document is divided into four sections the first section sets out the purpose of the Plan the next section sets out the National Framework, this is followed by a vision strategy, propositions and actions for each of the 6 areas of Wales identified.  The final section sets out how the Plan is to be implemented and monitored. 

THE PURPOSE

In essence this is taken as ‘making sure that decisions are taken with regard to their impact beyond the immediate sectoral or administrative boundaries; that there is co-ordination of investment and services through understanding the roles of and interactions between places; and that we place the core values of sustainable development in everything we do’.  

THE NATIONAL FRAMEWORK

The Plans Vision for Wales is:

‘We will sustain our communities by tackling the challenges presented by population and economic change; we will grow in ways which will increase our competitiveness while spreading prosperity to less well-off areas and reducing negative environmental impacts; we will enhance our natural and built environment for its own sake and for what it contributes to our well-being; and we will sustain our distinctive identity.’
The values and principles set out in the earlier plan have been retained but this time under each value a vision, objectives and actions are set out.

Building Sustainable Communities

‘Our future depends on the vitality of our communities as attractive places to live and work.  We need to reduce inequalities between communities retaining their character and distinctiveness.’

The first challenge is tackling deprivation and particularly concentrations of poverty and worklessness.

The second challenge is population change.  Declining population is a problem in upper valley areas and Anglesey.  The issue in rural areas is different here younger people are moving out while a significant number of middle aged people move into or back in to rural areas.

The Plan recognises that in-migration is needed to sustain the vitality of communities.  The challenges are seen as ensuring that inward migration enhances rather than reduces the population age balance and mix; to ensure that the mix of housing available supports that balance and does not exclude young people from local housing; and to sustain the distinctiveness of local culture.  In-migration has the potential to contribute very positively to an area’s culture and identity, but can also pose challenges to communities and their cultural and linguistic identity and needs to be managed sensitively.

Of the objectives set only one relates to housing 

· Retain balanced communities by ensuring access to affordable housing, to buy or rent, in locations which are convenient for local work and services and by ensuring a range of types are available in high quality environments.

Of the Actions only one relates to housing:

· The type and location of investment in social housing and implementation of our national housing strategy, better Homes for People in Wales.

As an addition there is a reference to WAG consulting on proposals to clarify and where necessary strengthen advice and guidance on how local authorities should ensure a supply of affordable housing in their areas based on assessed local needs, with publication of conclusions in Spring 2005.

There is a whole page inserted into the end of this section on affordable housing.  This refers to the need for additional assessment of local housing markets, in light of additional research on the assessment of housing needs and markets, which will be considered later this year.  Also reference is made to the current review of TAN 1 Joint Housing Land Availability Studies and TAN 2 Affordable Housing and the way in which Social Housing Grant is distributed and delivered.  There is also reference to a ‘toolkit’ for affordable housing, which will bring together guidance on the tools and powers available to authorities and their partners in a single reference document.

Promoting a sustainable economy

‘We need an innovative, high value economy for Wales which utilises and develops the skills and knowledge of our people: an economy which both creates wealth and allows that prosperity and knowledge of our people: and economy which both creates wealth and allows that prosperity to be spread throughout Wales: an economy which adds to the quality of people’s lives as their living and working environments.’
Inactivity and low skills are seen as the major problems. 

Unlike in the earlier Plan there is recognition that economic outcome is also a matter of proximity to major concentrations of population.  There is concern that South East Wales taken as a whole approaches the scale required, but has not so far gained the benefits commensurate with its population.

Yet the next paragraph refers to the tendency to counter-urbanisation as people have moved to enjoy the higher quality of life available in the countryside and attractive smaller towns.  Over recent decades, large increases in working age population have been seen in many parts of rural Wales, most notably Ceredigion and Conwy.

There is recognition that successful places will, increasingly be the ones that retain and attract well-qualified people. Furthermore, lower skilled jobs will increasingly be provided in the service sector.  So the prospects for the lower skilled people are intimately connected to the ability of places to attract and retain the more highly skilled.

Although housing isn’t specifically mentioned in the objectives there is reference to:

· Ensure area hubs, as important economic drivers and service providers, are attractive for private sector investment and as places where people want to live, work and visit.

· Attract and retain well-educated and skilled migrants, as well as attracting back young people born in Wales, responding to demographic trends.

In terms of housing the section on actions is silent.

Valuing our Environment

‘The quality of our environment is a fundamental asset; for its intrinsic value, for our economy and quality of life.  By safeguarding and enhancing both the natural and built environment we will attract people to and retain them in our communities and preserve the foundations for the future.’

In terms of challenges reference is made in this section to flood risk, water supply and waste.

Under objectives two have direct impacts on the industry:

· Reduce Wales’ contribution to climate change by, for example, increasing its share of renewable energy in those areas best suited to provide it an by increasing energy efficiency in industry, housing and transport, as well s protecting existing carbon sinks.

· Tackle existing infrastructure constraints, supporting the sustainable futures of communities by investment in our infrastructure: in water, sewage, waste and energy, for example.

In terms of Actions two are of interest:

· We will discuss with planning authorities and infrastructure providers to identify infrastructure constraints to taking forward the plan and how these might be addressed.

· Study to identify action plan for areas prone to coastal and river flooding encouraging the win-win solutions encouraged by TAN 15.

Achieving Sustainable Accessibility

‘We will develop access in ways that encourage economic activity, widen employment opportunities, ensure quality services and balance the social, environmental and economic impacts travel can have.’

Part of this agenda is planning for compact urban settlements, maximising the use of existing developed land and giving people the choice to live and work locally.

None of the objectives are of direct relevance to housing in terms of actions one is worth noting.

· Action on planning and location that will be guided by the finalised TAN 18(Transport) and will then be taken forward in area decision-making.

Respecting distinctiveness

‘A cohesive identity which sustains and celebrates what is distinctive about Wales, in an open and outward-looking way, is central to promoting Wales to the world, as well as to our future economic competitiveness and social environmental well-being.’
The challenge here is to retain and enhance a sense of place while embracing the change necessary to sustain those places as living, working areas.  This challenge is made particularly acute in Wales due to the combination of changing employment patterns, population changes, and the special place of the Welsh Language in our national identity.

Members need to note the reference to Wales becoming more uniform.  Standard building types are cited as often failing to reflect traditional local building styles – with a strong growth of bungalows and executive estates that have no connection to local materials or style.  With quality of life a major factor for long term prospects, Wales needs to stand out not to become bland.

In terms of objectives of note there is a reference to:

· Encourage better sustainable design initiatives and that design reflects local distinctiveness.

In terms of actions of note there is a reference to:

· The review of Tan 20 providing guidance on the implementation of planning policy on the Welsh Language.

AREAS OF WALES

Each area has its own distinctive response to delivering the national vision.  In each area there is a basis for future collaborative work and a framework for future public and private sector investment decisions.

South East – The Capital Network

‘An innovative skilled area offering a high quality of life – international yet distinctively Welsh. It will compete internationally by increasing its global visibility through stronger links between the Valleys and the coast and with the UK and Europe, helping to spread prosperity within the are and benefiting other parts of Wales.’
The Strategy is:

To strengthen and reintegrate the existing system of towns and cities within South East Wales so that the area functions as a coherent urban network, and can compete internationally.  Integrated transport is crucial to this; and

To work with our partners to develop an ambitious programme of joined –up regeneration action along the heads of the Valleys corridor which will complement the planned upgrading of the A465.  The aim of this will be to improve quality of life, retain and attract residents, and increase the prosperity of the whole area focusing initially on the unlocking the potential of Merthyr Tydfil and Ebbw Vale.

The area has strikingly beautiful countryside, which is to be protected and enhanced for the quality of life, which is seen as a key factor in its attractiveness to skilled workers.  Better-balanced development within the area is important to reduce pressures and maintain quality of life.

Propositions

· Area to function as a single networked city-region

· Cardiff to develop its capital functions

· Newport to make good its strategic development opportunities, which have to be considered in the context of flood risk

· The valleys need to be strengthened as desirable places to live work and visit: combining a wider mix of types of housing and good access to jobs and services.

· Private sector house building and the improvement of public sector stock have a key role to play in the regenerating the valleys.

· Development must not compromise the attractiveness of the area’s towns and wider environment, which are key factors in the areas’ success.  A better balance of development is necessary to avoid overheating in the costal zone.

Area Actions

· The WAG will work with local authorities and the private sector to develop a coherent joint strategy with local authorities and the private sector to develop a coherent joint strategy to maximise the potential of the A465 corridor.  This will include targeted investment in Merthyr Tydfil and Ebbw Vale.  The strategy is to focus on promoting developments in housing, retail, leisure and town centres as well as economic development.

· The use of undeveloped land for housing in locations with high development pressure should be minimised, in particular to the South of and along the M4. Local authorities in the area should commission research to identify availability of brownfield and scope for re-use.

· Local authorities should plan to provide a wider mix of housing in the Valleys, prioritising locations with easy access to sustainable modes of transport.

· Local authorities should collaborate to ensure that their housing plans reflect the interdependence of urban settlements across the area as a whole.

· Development should be avoided in areas vulnerable to future flooding in the light of estimates of the impact of climate change following advice in TAN 15.

· Newport Unlimited to pursue development opportunities linked to regeneration of Llanwern Steelworks and Newport city centre.

National actions particularly relevant to the area and private sector housing:

· The emerging Environmental Strategy to guide our stewardship of the land and sea.

· Reviewing the Flood and Coastal Defence Strategy

Swansea Bay – Waterfront and Western Valleys

‘An area of planned sustainable growth and environmental improvement, realising its potential, supported by integrated transport within the area and externally and spreading prosperity to support the revitalisation of West Wales.’

The main elements of the strategy for the area are:

· Development of a modern, attractive and vibrant waterfront urban area

· Revitalisation of Swansea as Wales’ second national city.

· Enhances transport links between inland communities and the coast.

Propositions

The area has the potential to become a key driver of the Welsh economy, accommodating sustainable population and employment growth.

Development should be focussed on Port Talbot, Neath, Swansea and Llanelli, prioritising the use of the abundant supply of brownfield land.

Areas Actions to note:

· Take steps to prepare and implement a waterfront masterplan.

· Release of additional land for development on brownfield sites in accessible waterfront locations to stimulate development.

· Joint action plan to support regeneration of Swansea building on existing initiatives such as SA1 and complementary centres.

· Regeneration of Carmarthen to enable it to play a pivotal role as a service centre between the urban centres of Swansea Bay and South Pembrokeshire.

National Actions particularly relevant to the area and members:

· The Welsh Assembly Government to review and strengthen as appropriate the toolkit for action on affordable housing, to provide Local Authorities with ways to meet local housing needs more effectively.

North East Wales – Border and Coast

‘An area harnessing the economic drivers of the border, reducing inequalities and improving the quality of its natural and physical assets.’

The main elements of the strategy are:

· Closer connections between the industrialised parts and those that are in need of further regeneration.  These include the settlements on the Denbighshire and Flintshire coast and the towns to the north west of Wrexham.  The strategy is to consolidate the existing core areas of Deeside, Chester and Wrexham, and spread opportunities to adjoining areas in need of regeneration.  

· The A55, A548 and North Wales rail corridors provide an opportunity to improve accessibility and spread development to the west, increasing the opportunities in towns along the corridor.

Propositions for the area are:

Housing pressures should be channelled into public transport accessible locations where it supports regeneration aims.

Wrexham should be promoted as a main regional centre with a complementary function to Chester, with other centres being developed in ways which provide a network of appropriate services.

Llandudno, Llandudno Junction and Conwy occupy a strategic position as a hub connecting North East and North West Wales and as retail, service and employment centre for a large hinterland.

Actions

Support cross border collaboration to identify requirements in terms of skills, employment sites, housing etc, for the continued success of the area.

Local authorities to review housing location as part of local development plan preparation.

Avoid development in areas vulnerable to flooding in the light of estimates of the impact of climate change following the advice in TAN15
IMPELEMENTATION AND MONITORING

The document is to be updated ‘refreshed’ at regular intervals.

Implementation of the Plan will take place at both national and area levels.

National Level

A national Spatial Planning Group chaired by the Minister and shadowed by an officials group is to be set up.  It will be composed of a core membership of stakeholders from partners in Wales.

Welsh Assembly Government

All policies will be required to conform to a spatially integrated approach.  An interdivisional group reporting to cabinet on progress will monitor implementation. 

Area Level

The Assembly is not prescriptive on local structures and are willing to accept different solutions according to local circumstances.  They see it as an opportunity to build on current work.  They are looking for integrated and inclusive groups and for local authorities to assess and act upon their capacity to work collaboratively on a spatial basis.  Where collaboration results in agreement of specific issues such as housing allocation and regional waste plans, this will be reflected in future revisions of the Wales Spatial Plan as appropriate.

The HBF is not happy with this position as collaborative work to date has not been inclusive and is not subject to any formal inquiry process.

WAY FORWARD

A workshop will be held in each area to discuss how best to proceed in developing local action programmes.  HBF will be attending 3 out of the 6 workshops.  There will also be an opportunity for members to attend private sector sessions in North and South Wales in March.

Lynda Healy 

Regional Planner - Wales 

1/2/2005
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