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THE WALES SPATIAL PLAN – PEOPLE, PLACES, FUTURES

OVERVIEW

The Wales Spatial Plan, People, Places, Futures aims to set out a direction of travel for Wales for the next 20 years.    The Plan is nothing like English Regional Plans which identify growth areas and sets housing figures.  The Wales Spatial Plan identifies 4 areas with issues in common and for each area it sets out a strategic framework to guide development and policy interventions (key aims and considerations, constraints, actions and future challenges).  Housing is seen as being part of the wider building communities agenda and is given little attention.  No mention is made of the age of the stock or the state of current housing provision.  Issues of sewage capacity and flood risk have been noted as issues to be identified in certain areas but no solutions are put forward.  Overall it is a very disappointing document from a developers perspective.  A proactive consultation process involving opportunities to contribute through written responses and participation in seminars/ workshops, will take place between now and January 2004.  The HBF will ensure that it is fully involved in this process and will also keep members informed of events of interest.  HBF’s response will be prepared through consultation with members.

SPATIAL PLANNING

The document recognises that Spatial Planning is the consideration of what should happen where.  And that it should investigate the interaction of different policies in particular places as well as the role of policies in a wider context.  The other significant point is that the Wales Spatial Plan goes beyond traditional land use planning and sets out a strategic framework to guide future development and policy interventions whether subject or not to land use planning control.

Document Content

The Plan sets out the Assembly’s understanding of Sustainable Spatial Development Values and Objectives.  This is followed by an analysis of data, information and views about the way Wales works and the interaction between places – Where We Are Now.  It then considers what are the main Drivers of Change: the factors – political legislative, economic; technological, social and environmental which are changing Wales and which need to take into account in planning for the future.  A national spatial perspective consisting of a map and framework is the core of the future strategy, formed by grouping into zones those areas and places which have important factors in common.  This structure forms the basis of Where We Want to go.  The central section of the plan sets out zone by zone, key actions and considerations.  This section also sets out possible future perspectives for individual areas.  Finally, in The Way Forward, an explanation is provided of how the Assembly propose to move the strategy forward.

SUSTAINABLE SPATIAL DEVELOPMENT

Values and Objectives

Values include ‘Respecting Distinctiveness’ which in practical terms means encouraging local determination of spatial priorities.

‘Embracing the Future’ which means being prepared for the inevitability of change.

The Spatial Plan aims to be a source of self knowledge to be used to face up to the challenges of the future.

Objectives include:

· Valuing our Environment

· Building Sustainable Communities

· Increasing and Spreading Prosperity

· Achieving Sustainable Accessibility
Building Sustainable Communities

Housing falls within the category of Building Sustainable Communities.  Specific references are made to trends in population change and how this can help identify types and conditions of communities by showing where people are choosing to live.  It is recognised that such decisions are not wholly economically driven: they also relate to perceived quality of life, a factor contributing to population growth in rural areas.  Growth is seen to place additional demands on services that may already be at capacity, contribute to unsustainable travel patterns, and bring with it tensions relating to the integration of new populations.  Equally it is recognised that growth may provide mass to maintain or enhance services provision.  ‘Quality of life’ may reflect both factors that are broadly economic and non economic.  In the former category, the most important elements are considered to be the local cost of living (with house prices playing a particularly crucial role) being employed and having job security.

Valuing our Environment

Refers to the need to reduce or mitigate our own impacts, and respond to the effects of global changes, including climate change, on Wales.  The environment is also seen as shaping what we can do – providing opportunities in some places and constraining it in others.

Increasing and Spreading Prosperity

Is seen as establishing a viable long-term economic base across Wales.  There is recognition that different places have different economic potentials – and there is a need to reflect and understand this if the Assembly is to spread and increase prosperity and improve quality of life.  There is also recognition that economic realities may require some activities to be located in specific places.  The plan is seen to offer the opportunity to identify localities where tensions exist between different objectives, for example economic opportunities and environmental designations.  It offers a contextual framework for strategic decisions to resolve such tensions.

Achieving Sustainable Accessibility

The aim is to achieve more sustainable accessibility within Wales in terms of access to services, opportunities and markets.

WHERE WE ARE NOW

Building Sustainable Communities

Spatial Challenge: How best to deliver a full range of services across areas of varying population density.

This section simply describes population change between 1991-2001.

Spatial Challenge: How to respond to migration patterns to sustain distinctive, diverse and vibrant communities.

This section simply sets out population change in terms of migration in different age groups.  Basically young people between 16 and 24 are moving out of all areas except Cardiff, Ceredigion and Swansea, often to pursue further and higher education.  In many local authorities in particular in rural authorities, there is a substantial in-migration by people of middle age groups, often families with children.  It also covers population turnover and welsh speakers.

Spatial Challenge: How best to address spatial concentrations of multiple deprivation

The highest concentrations of these wards are in the South Wales Valleys.  There are also pockets of severe depravation in the urban wards of Cardiff, Swansea, Neath and Port Talbot and Wrexham.

Valuing our Environment

Spatial Challenge: How to protect high quality landscapes, conservation and heritage interest whilst reconciling competing demands for their use.

Spatial Challenge:  How to respond to the potential impact of climate change including coastal and river flooding, habitat and species loss and water supply.

Due to climate change coastal flooding will become a greater threat to low-lying areas along the 1,300km of Welsh coastline.

Spatial Challenge: How to address constraints in environmental and related infrastructure capacity e.g. water and sewage disposal, water supply, mineral extraction, pollution.

Nothing is mentioned about sewage disposal in the description.

Increasing and Spreading Prosperity

Spatial Challenge: How to develop the potential of places to adopt to change e.g. a flexible skills base and accessibility.

This section simply describes the history and distribution of employment.

Spatial Challenge: How to improve the performance of our towns and cities.

Performance is said to vary within short distances.  Cardiff has the strongest position by far.

Spatial Challenge:  How to respond to the geographic impact of significant change in social and economic structures in rural areas.

Describes rural and tourism sectors.

Achieving Sustainable Accessibility

Spatial Challenge: How to improve Accessibility, in particular in areas with poorer transport and ICT links.

Simply describes networks, transport flows and modes and information and communication technology.

Spatial Challenge: How to handle the interdependence of services, labour and housing markets in cross border areas.

Describes travel to work patterns.  In the border areas a large proportion commutes to England in Flintshire e.g. over ¼ work outside Wales and 1/7 employed in Flintshire commute form England.

Drivers for Change

This section identifies the main, largely external factors political and legislative, economic, technological, social and environmental – driving changes in Wales.

WHERE WE WANT TO GO

The next section aims to chart a course towards more sustainable development for Wales.

The plan comprises a National Spatial Perspective, including a map and strategy framework, and Zone Perspectives.

Again housing is given very little attention and is only mentioned a limited number of times.  (To understand these you need to refer to the Spatial Plan document http://www.spatialplan.wales.gov.uk - though maps will be provided at the meeting.

These zones (yellow, orange, pink and green) are further broken down into Area Perspectives which set out a description of some of the spatial challenges and opportunities pertinent in each area alongside suggested objectives consistent with the National Spatial Perspective.

This work is meant to be developed locally.  It is to be informed by existing work, including Community Strategies and the work of the regional economic, transport, planning fora; and health boards etc.  New work may also be necessary, perhaps on a sectoral basis, to ensure that the full range of spatial issues is addressed.

The yellow zone is further broken down into Menai, Pembrokeshire Haven, Swansea Bay.

Area Perspectives

Menai

Building on the strong link to Ireland a dynamic area based around Bangor’s university and administrative role.

Environmental and cultural tensions are present due to the pressure for development.  Actions to which the Assembly are committed are all knowledge and  economy based.  In terms of further work required in relation to future challenges  the Plan identifies ensuring that development does not compromise cultural distinctiveness and environmental quality and identify opportunities for Menai to share in the success of North East Wales.    Which could be argued to be a contradiction in itself.

Swansea Bay

Revitalising communities and developing Swansea Bay as the leading centre for South West Wales, with a strengthened knowledge based economy.

The region as a whole has experienced a small decline in population over the last ten years but with a recent trend of a slight increase since 2000 due to in-migration.  In terms of actions and further collaborative work housing is not mentioned other than through the implementation of major regeneration initiatives including Port Tawe, Llandarcy Urban Village and Baglan Bay Energy Park.  Most actions are based around economic development schemes.

The orange zone is further broken down into South East Wales and North East Wales.

South East Wales

Increasing and spreading prosperity by promoting the social and economic re-integration of the area, benefiting from Cardiff’s role as a capital city. (The area includes the valley communities)

Reference is made to problems associated with congestion, pressure for development land and rising house prices, which are common to growing city regions across Europe.

The Assembly is committed to:

· Support the implementation of the recommendations of the Five Counties Regeneration report, including supporting the Newport urban regeneration company.

· Support the continued redevelopment of Cardiff Bay.

· Support the provision of high quality social housing through the Welsh Quality standard.

Further collaborative work for the area might be:

· Establish the potential impact of climate change on the area including necessary mitigation measures.

· Identify and protect key open spaces and habitats including the identification of green belts.

· Establish the potential and requirements for housing and employment within the area.

North East Wales

Extending social and economic opportunities from the core triangle of Wrexham, Deeside and Chester to the coastal towns whilst balancing growth and the environment.

Reference is made to a large flow of people across the border, fro example 19,000 commute from Flintshire to England and 8,000 come the other way.  The area has experienced some of the strongest population growth in Wales over the last decade.  Reference is made to increasing social and environmental pressures, including those relating to the exploitation of offshore resource, increasing house prices, traffic congestion and the loss of open space to development.

Actions to which the Assembly are already committed in terms of housing is ‘to provide high quality social housing through the Welsh Housing Quality Standard.

Future collaborative work focusing on the future challenges for the area might:

· Establish the potential impact of climate change including necessary mitigation measures.

· Identify the need for Green Belts and wedges to protect pressures open spaces

· Establish the potential and requirements for housing and employment development within the area.

· Support cross border work to identify the economic, social and environmental potential and capacities of the area.

THE WAY FORWARD

The scale and impact of housing and other development will have to take account of the Wales spatial plan.

The Plan proposes a number of activities to develop and take forward the spatial challenges

Consult proactively

· Facilitate collaborative working to refine and take forward the area perspectives integrating them with community aspirations.

· Encourage targeted spatial research including improving our understanding of the location choices people and individuals make.

· Maintain international links and learning to advance spatial planning.

The emerging community strategies due for completion in Spring 2004 are to provide a complementary and holistic approach which will inform the work at the area level.

The document points out that the Wales Spatial Plan sits outside, and is complementary to the statutory land use planning system.  Legislation will require planning authorities to have regard to it in their plan preparation and decision-making.

CONCLUSION

The Spatial Plan is not a development plan as most planners were expecting.  It does little more than describe the different areas problems and schemes the Welsh Assembly are currently supporting.  Whilst it highlights some of the problems it fails to address them and leaves this to further work at the area level.  In terms of planning the zones bear no resemblance to the existing sub-regional planning groups with the exception of South East Wales.  Either the sub-regional groups are reformed or some groups will have to address three sets of frameworks and issues.  

Whilst the Plan sets the framework of issues for these areas in planning terms it does not move the debate any further forward.  The lack of any formal process at the sub-regional level will result in all decisions being taken at the local level as at present.  Overall a very disappointing Plan.

The full document can be viewed at http://www.spatialplan.wales.gov.uk
Our response needs to address the following questions:

Are there any other strategic challenges, which the Wales Spatial Plan should address?

Do you think the proposed actions in the National Spatial Perspective (Wales and zone level) are the right ones to move sustainable development forward?

What do you think are the most important aspects the collaborative work in the areas should focus on?

Do you agree with the suggested topics for future collaborative work in each area? Are there any others?

Are the proposed actions by the Welsh Assembly Government the right ones to turn the plan into reality and to firmly embed spatial considerations into our work?

How can the work best be taken forward?

· Should there be area strategies that cover a comprehensive range of topics, using the same framework in each areas, or

· Should the focus of the work be on individual spatial issues that are particularly relevant in an area, or

· Should there be a combination of both, for example a broad generic framework within which the focus could be on area specific issues?

What do you think is the best mechanism for collaborative working?

· Is there a need to set up new groups to lead work either on an area or a thematic basis or a combination of both, or

· Can this be achieved through existing working groups / partnerships?

· Should there be fixed or variable membership of these groups?  Who should be involved?

Do you agree with the suggested approach for the sustainability appraisal of the plan?

Lynda Healy

Regional Planner - Wales 
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