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CPRE Sussex’s views on Mid Sussex Council’s proposed District Plan 2011 - 2031

Mid Sussex District Council (MSDC) has finalised its proposals for a new District Plan covering the years 2011 – 2031 and has been consulting on its soundness as a Plan before submitting it for public examination around the end of the year.  This is a summary of the more detailed response made by CPRE Sussex to that consultation process.  Our comments focus on policies that we consider need changing in order to meet the statutory test of soundness.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Overview:  CPRE considers that Mid Sussex District is in dire need of a new District Plan.  At present the Council, with no up to date plan and a 5 year housing land supply deficit, has lost control over the implementation of strategic planning within the District in the face of a tidal wave of large scale applications from speculative developers to build on inappropriate greenfield sites and to which the Council is powerless to say no.  The new Plan must respond to local need in a long term sustainable manner.  As a key part of that, the examination in public needs to approve a realistic, deliverable, housing target based on robust evidence.  

CPRE fully supports the central strategy of the Plan being to increase the self-sufficiency of, and local work opportunities for, communities within Mid Sussex, and the District’s ability to adapt to climate change.  The achievement of this ambition would plainly enhance the long term sustainability of the District. Sadly the Plan fails to deliver on that aim in key respects.  For example, to meet that objective, local housing need and affordable homes policies should give priority to people already living or working within the District.

A number of the other policies in the plan are not justified on the evidence or are unsound for other reasons.  Where we believe that to be the case we identify the changes that are needed.
 
Housing: On housing numbers, we consider that the best and most up to date evidence, based on the 2011 National Census, supports a 20 year housing target of about 9,900 rather than the 10,600 proposed by MSDC.  It is important to note, though, that MSDC’s target figure is nearly 40% lower than the housing target for the District imposed under the now abolished South East Plan, and as such is likely to be strongly challenged by developers at the Plan’s examination.  If the Planning Inspector were to prefer the developers’ evidence on housing need over ours or MSDC’s, the District will continue to be in the dire position of having major development imposed on it with little ability to control its location or scale.  We state our strong opposition to the recently announced 10,000 home Mayfields Market Town proposal.

We take MSDC to task for its failure to follow the NPPF recommendation to have a policy of prioritising brownfield sites for redevelopment or to set minimum targets for its re-use, and for setting a 30% affordable housing target that is not supported by the evidence.

MSDC’s policy for allowing affordable homes on rural exception sites broadly reflects CPRE’s own vision for healthy rural communities.  We agree that the main identifiers and drivers of exceptional rural development should be local need identified in neighbourhood plans or other local community initiatives. We make a number of proposals to strengthen that policy. 

Countryside Protection:  We welcome the Plan objective of protecting valued landscapes for their visual, historical and biodiversity qualities and the statement in the Plan that the protection of the countryside from inappropriate, unsustainable, development is a primary objective of the Plan.  However we are dismayed that these assurances are merely hollow ideals given that the Plan itself does not set out a holistic policy that gives real effect to those objectives, except in the context of an attempt to define circumstances in which new housing or commercial development will or won’t be permitted beyond town boundaries.  That is not good enough for a rural District like Mid Sussex, because there is extensive evidence that the erosion of the quality of the countryside can arise from a range of other factors. We say that the Plan’s failure to include an overall policy on countryside protection/enhancement is unsound.  

We explain why we consider that the Plan’s proposed arrangements to limit new development beyond existing town boundaries are inadequate and confusing.  We call for them to be clarified and tightened, and express concern that the Council appears to be free to change those boundaries, and the protection they afford, at its own future whim.  We call for much stronger protection for the remaining countryside in and around the expanded Burgess Hill.

We argue that the High Weald AONB policy is unsound insofar as its language fails adequately to reflect the requirements in national planning guidance to give “great weight” to the conservation of the landscape and scenic beauty of the High Weald AONB and to recognise that these features, as well as its wildlife and cultural heritage, must receive the highest status of protection.   We are even more concerned that the policies that are supposed to guard European Protected sites on Ashdown Forest from nearby development that adversely affects the sites are based on a fundamentally flawed impact assessment and woefully inadequate.  If, as we believe, development close to those EU protected sites needs restricting, it is essential that nearby communities should not miss out on needed infrastructure improvements.

We say that the Plan’s Communication Infrastructure policy is unjustified insofar as it fails to require the Council to be satisfied that there is no more suitable and available location on which to site equipment or structures in cases where the site applied for is a sensitive rural one.

The Plan’s policy on limiting air, noise and light pollution is unsound in our view in its failure to recognise the intrinsic value of the tranquillity and natural night time darkness of the countryside, especially within the South Downs National Park, High Weald AONB and SSSIs.  The same criteria cannot properly apply to developments within built-up areas and to the countryside. More focus is required on the actual effect of the pollution, not merely on implementing design measures that may or may not sufficiently work to mitigate the harm.  We want to see benchmarks included to enable the effectiveness of the policy to be assessed. 

We have pointed out deficiencies in the policies intended to protect listed buildings and conservation areas within the District.

Environmental Sustainability: The Plan’s biodiversity and green infrastructure policies are not adequately integrated into the Plan’s overall strategies.  They also fail to give sufficient effect to wider national environmental and climate change evidence and objectives.

MSDC has not adopted within the Plan a number of recommendations within the West Sussex Sustainable Energy Study that it co-commissioned; in particular that the Plan should set targets for carbon reduction and energy efficiency.  Without such targets the Plan has no teeth, and MSDC has no effective ability to monitor to ensure either that these policies (and other policies that affect energy efficiency and climatic conditions) are working, or that the District is doing enough to assist meet Government climate change targets.

The Plan is in need of significant improvement to make it a sound and sustainable one that will carry broad support from the people of Mid Sussex.  We look to the Plan’s public examination to secure those much needed changes.  We have requested the opportunity to argue our points more fully at the Plan’s examination in public.  


The full CPRE Sussex submission to Mid Sussex District Council on its submission draft District Plan will be made available on the Branch website at www.cpresussex.org.uk.
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