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1.
Background
1.1
This matter relates to the approach of the Core Strategy towards sustainable rural development and the potential impacts of any appropriate development in character and sustainability terms.  It stems from both the spatial objectives relating to the needs of communities or businesses and the strategy principles seeking to balance the economic and social needs of people who live and work in rural areas against the need to protect the countryside's essential character.  The policy provisions for the intended rural strategy are set out in Core Policy CP15.  The representations submitted in this context relate to several tests of soundness, primarily Test 4 (consistency with national planning policy), Test 7 (most appropriate policy against alternatives, founded on robust evidence base) and Test 9 (flexibility to deal with changing circumstances).  

2.
Main Issues

2.1
There are two key matters that it is considered should be the subject of evidence in the consideration of the soundness of Policy CP15 and the approach towards the rural economy of the District.  These have been identified as:

· The need to define terms such as 'smaller towns' and 'villages', as being in one or other category, or either.
· The balance to be struck between substantial environmental improvement and the level of sustainability
3.
Horsham District Council's Position
3.1
The Council's position regarding the balance between the development necessary to sustain and ensure future economic diversity in rural areas whilst maintaining the continued protection of the countryside's environment and character is set out in paragraph 4.57 of the Submission Core Strategy (RDHor19) and in the supporting text to Policy CP15.  The approach set out takes full account of the Government's national policies and the existing and evolving regional planning policies.  Planning Policy Statement 7 'Sustainable Development in Rural Areas' (RDNat10) indicates that planning authorities should support a wide range of economic activity in rural areas and should set out criteria for permitting economic development to facilitate healthy and diverse economic activity in these areas (paragraph 5).  Regional planning policy as currently articulated through the West Sussex Structure Plan 2001-2016 (RDSx2) indicates that development which needs to be located in the countryside in order to sustain it as a place of varied and productive social and economic activity should be supported in principle (Policy NE8).  The evolving draft South East Plan (RDRg6) states that local development 

documents should be supportive of the agricultural industries, and rural economic diversification and non-land based business proposals in towns and villages or on farm sites where there are positive benefits (Policy RE2).  The draft Plan also encourages local planning authorities to positively plan for limited small scale development in villages to meet defined local needs and protect or extend key services (Policy BE6).  

3.2
The approach adopted has also been informed by the Good Practice Advice for Local Planning Authorities on 'Planning for Sustainable Rural Economic Development' produced by The Countryside Agency (CA168-RDNat??).  The Agency believes that local authorities should use the planning system in positive ways to encourage types of sustainable development that bring lasting economic, social and environmental benefits to their particular areas, that draw on local character and distinctiveness, and that offer real benefits to local businesses, local communities and for the environment.  The Countryside Agency has welcomed and supported Policy CP15, which is based on this philosophy. 

a)
Need To Define 'Smaller Towns and Villages'/Category Intended

3.3
The principal objective of Policy CP15 is set out in the first sentence of the policy; the encouragement of sustainable rural economic development within the District.  This principle is intended to apply to the whole District, which is essentially rural in character, but clearly the urban area of Horsham town could not be considered within this context.  However, it is considered that the other towns and villages of the District perform roles as local service centres within the rural area, to a varying degree depending on their size or characteristics and their relationship to other settlements.  The reference in the second sentence of the policy would, therefore, apply to all the smaller towns and villages of the District (except Horsham itself), which have been recognised as providing a level of facilities, or a focus for rural communities, by the definition of built-up area boundaries (the Category 1 and 2 settlements in Policy CP5, excluding Horsham town).  It is not considered that, in terms of the application of the approach intended and the overall policy framework of the Core Strategy, any further definition is necessary.  There are clear caveats on the extent to which development in these smaller towns and villages will be considered positively; it will need to be appropriate, support their role in acting as a focus for meeting rural community needs, and not harm the character of the rural area, which includes the towns and villages themselves.
3.4
The representations submitted in this respect misinterpret the purpose of the policy and seek to narrow its terms down to a more traditional development control policy.  It is intended as a spatial planning policy within the terms of the guidance in PPS12 (RDNat13 - paragraph 1.8) and as elaborated in 'Policies for Spatial Plans' produced by the Planning Officers Society (RDNat29).  The terms of the policy in this respect are consistent with the provisions and wording of national planning policy, particularly with PPS7, and they cannot be considered as unsound simply because of a preference for more specific or detailed development control wording.

3.5
The second paragraph of the policy aims to address the countryside that separates the towns and villages within the District, also in accordance with PPS7 (paragraph 14).  It is considered that these policy provisions reflect national and regional planning policies and are, therefore, sound against Soundness Test 4.  


b)
Balance Between Substantial Environmental Improvement And The Level of Sustainability

3.6
The provisions of Policy CP15 relating to the countryside are founded on clear principles of maintaining the quality and character of the area and development being appropriate to the countryside.  The supporting text makes it clear that the objective will be to see positive benefits, which could be social, economic and/or environmental, from any appropriate diversification or development.  It is in this context that criterion c, relating to substantial environmental improvement and reduction in the impact on the countryside is set.  PPS7 indicates that the Government is supportive of the replacement of suitably located, existing buildings of permanent design and construction in the countryside for economic development purposes (RDNat10, paragraph 19).  Local planning authorities are urged to set out in their local development documents the criteria to be applied to the replacement of countryside buildings.  Criterion c is part of this approach, to be supported by more detailed development control policies, indicating the expected environmental improvement if replacement is to be acceptable.

3.7
It is considered that this approach is consistent with the intention to provide a positive framework for facilitating sustainable development that supports activities that require a countryside location (paragraphs 15 and 16, PPS7 - RDNat10).  The wording of the policy makes it clear that criterion c has to be read in conjunction with criterion a, which sets the parameters in relation to the intended support to the varied and productive social and economic activity of the countryside.  In this way the policy is both consistent with national planning policy and flexible to respond to changing circumstances and is therefore sound against the relevant tests (Soundness Tests 4 and 9).  
4.
Conclusion

4.1
Policy CP15 aims to improve and sustain the rural economy of the District, in order to provide varied work opportunities for residents of the rural area and to support the integration between economic and community development and other areas of rural policy and action.  The provisions of the policy are sound by virtue of:

· reflecting national and regional planning policies in providing a positive and constructive approach to economic activity, including diversification of the rural economy, which respects the countryside (Soundness Test 4);

· being based on the circumstances applying in this District, where the rural economy is already diverse, and a good understanding of local economic, social and environmental characteristics (Soundness Test 4); and

· being flexible enough to respond to changing circumstances by enabling appropriate development which provides the necessary benefits together with the required safeguards for the countryside and the towns or villages (Soundness Test 9).
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