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1.
Background
1.1
This matter relates to the approach of the Core Strategy to maintaining and enhancing the vitality and viability of the District's existing centres.  It stems from the spatial objective to enhance the vitality and viability of Horsham town centre and the centres of the smaller towns and villages in the District and, more specifically the provisions set out in core policy CP18.  The representations submitted in this context relate primarily to Tests of Soundness 4 (consistency with national planning policy) and 7 (most appropriate policy against alternatives, founded on robust evidence base).
2.
Main Issues

2.1
Representations on the policy referred to non-compliance with Government guidance in PPS6, particularly as there are no sites allocated in Horsham for new district/local centres to serve the needs of specific localised communities.  It was suggested that the policy should refer specifically to Horsham town regarding the encouragement of retail and other activities which enhance the position of Horsham as a medium-sized market town.  It was also indicated that the policy should make specific reference to the need to respect the historic character of the town or village.  The key matter that it is considered should be the subject of evidence in the consideration of the soundness of Policy CP18 has been identified as:

· The criteria for new retail proposals

3.
Horsham District Council's Position

3.1
The Council's position in relation to the vitality and viability of existing centres is set out in paragraphs 4.59-4.61 of the Submission Core Strategy (RDHor19).  The policy provisions made in Policy CP18 expand on the spatial vision, particularly with regard to maintaining and enhancing the role of Horsham town as the major centre within the District (paragraph 3.8), and the spatial strategy principles (paragraph 4.12).  The policy approach and the criteria for retail development have been informed by comprehensive studies undertaken for Horsham and the other town or village centres in order to understand better their retail performance and the key trends affecting them.  In particular, the 'Horsham District Retail Health Check' report (RDHor4) and 'The Horsham Retail Health Check Update' (RDHor11) have provided a firm basis for the approach adopted, having reviewed future potential patterns of expenditure and demand and identified the resultant land use implications.  
3.2
In preparing the spatial policy relating to existing centres in the District, full account has been taken of Government guidance, particularly as set out in Planning Policy Statement 6: 'Planning for Town Centres' (RDNat9) and the key objectives in paragraphs 1.3 and 1.4 of that guidance.  The policy provisions have also had regard to regional planning guidance as currently articulated by the West Sussex Structure Plan 2001-2016 (Policies NE9 and NE10, RDSx2) and the evolving framework of the draft South East Plan (Policies TC2, TC3 and TC4, RDRg6).  A full review of this planning policy context was undertaken as part of the Horsham Retail Health Check Update, with the overall conclusion that substantial support is provided to development within town centres, such as Horsham Town Centre, and to proposals aimed at the enhancement of centres (RDHor11 - Section 2).  The analysis undertaken, and the terms of the resultant core policy, reflect the requirements indicated in paragraph 2.15 - 2.17 of PPS6, particularly with regard to the enhancement of the health of Horsham town centre.

Criteria for New Retail Proposals
3.3
As a spatial planning policy, Policy CP18 takes a broad stance with regards to  measures to improve the centres within the District, including appropriate development.  With regard to new retail proposals, the emphasis is on maintaining and enhancing the existing retail centres in the District and on providing an appropriate strategic level framework for considering retail development, against which more detailed development control policies can be carried forward.  The terms of the proposed core policy set out in the Preferred Options Core Strategy (RDHor7) were reviewed by the consultants as part of the Horsham Retail Health Check Update.  The consultants concluded that, subject to a minor amendment relating to controlling the change of use between Use Classes (which has been incorporated) the policy would enable effective management of the retail provision by providing a clear indication of the Council's stance and its objectives in terms of retail related development (paragraphs 7.7.3 - 7.7.7 - RDHor11).  The main addition to the criteria of Policy CP18 since the Preferred Options stage is the inclusion of reference to exploring the potential for additional retail floorspace as an extension to existing facilities in the west of Horsham area.  This is considered to be an appropriate strategic level provision because of the nature and scale of development anticipated in this area by virtue of its designation as a Strategic Location.  No objections to this additional criterion were made in response to the Submission Core Strategy and, indeed, it has received some support.
3.4
The main objection to Policy CP18 is that the policy is unsound and inconsistent with PPS6 as it fails to allocate sites in Horsham for new district/ local centres to serve the needs of specific localised communities.  It is certainly the case that the policy focuses on maintaining and enhancing the role of the exiting town and village centres, but in no way is that focus contrary to Government guidance because it is based on actively promoting appropriate growth and change so far as possible in the plan period (paragraphs 2.3 - 2.6 of PPS6, RDNat9).  The objection in this instance is based on a site specific proposal to the north-east of Horsham town.  The examination of such a specific proposal is not appropriate for the Core Strategy but in terms of the framework provided by the core policy, it is not considered that the policy is deficient as suggested.

3.5
The criteria of the policy are based on the expressed vision for the future of the town and its position in the sub-regional and local hierarchy.  The assessments of need undertaken conclude that there is minimal, if any, need for additional convenience retail floorspace in the plan period, although there is a need for additional comparison floorspace; and that Horsham town centre is the appropriate location for such provision.  PPS6 indicates that, whilst placing greater weight on quantitative need for additional floorspace, qualitative considerations should be taken into account. Paragraph 2.33 refers to "deprived areas which lack access to a range of services and facilities" but this is hardly a description which is applicable to the north and east of Horsham town.  The structure of the town means that there is a greater distance to the town centre from the northern and eastern residential areas but there is adequate accessibility, including by public transport, and this physical characteristic does not amount to any form of deprivation.
3.6
PPS6 also advises that in assessing qualitative need, a key consideration will be to provide for consumer choice by ensuring that an appropriate distribution of locations is achieved, but subject to the key objective of promoting the vitality and viability of town centres and the application of the sequential approach, to improve accessibility for the whole community (paragraph 2.35).  This guidance does not amount to a requirement to allocate sites for new district/local centres to serve the needs of specific localised communities.  A range of considerations will apply to such an assessment, including the nature of opportunities available as well as the relationship to the role of the town centre.  Consumer choice does not necessarily point to such additional local centres. As part of the development of the north Horsham area in the late 1980’s/early 1990’s, a site was allocated for such a local centre but the lack of demand and commercial interest has resulted in the site being utilised for other purposes (doctor's surgery, nursery, veterinary practice, dentist, pharmacy and other specialist facilities).   It is certainly difficult to see how a site in a sensitive location on the outskirts of the north-east side of the town will genuinely increase consumer choice which meets the needs of the whole community. Such a site would primarily be accessible by private car to the majority of the local community.  It must certainly be considered as an out-of-centre site in terms of the sequential approach to site selection indicated in PPS6 (paragraph 2.44) and, therefore, contrary to the intention to focus first on existing centres as appropriately expressed for Horsham District in Policy CP18.  Any alternative wording to the criteria of the policy in this respect would be likely to shift the policy emphasis from maintaining and enhancing the town centre to new retail development on greenfield sites on the fringes of the town.  This approach would be both inappropriate and contrary to the philosophy and objectives of national planning policy.

3.7
Representations have also been made that the policy should refer in the first paragraph to the need to respect the historic character of the town or village, with a specific sub-paragraph added regarding the encouragement of retail and other activities which enhance the position of Horsham as a medium-sized market town.  In this respect, it is considered that the reference to 'townscape character' in the first paragraph covers the first point already and that the encouragement of enhancement in Horsham town is sufficiently apparent from the terms of the policy and the statements in the reasoned justification not to require any separate, and potentially duplicating, reference within the policy criteria.

4.
Conclusion

4.1
It is considered that the provisions in the Core Strategy (Policy CP18) for enhancing the vitality and viability of existing centres are appropriate and sound in terms of the approach taken and the criteria set out by virtue of:

· being consistent with national and regional policies in the approach taken and the emphasis on existing retail centres with the application of the sequential approach to any alternative proposals (Soundness Test 4); and
· having been prepared on a robust evidence base through the results of the comprehensive and up to date Retail Health Checks (Soundness Test 7).

5.
Possible Changes

5.1
Roger Tym & Partners, on behalf of Somerfield Stores Ltd, have suggested an additional criterion (g) to the policy relating to the need for retail development to be accessible by a choice of means of transport.  The Council's view is that this requirement is already covered by other policy provisions in the Core Strategy, particularly criterion (e) of Policy CP20.  However, whilst in the Council's view there is no need for duplication of such a criterion in Policy CP18, it would not object to such an addition if it were deemed to be appropriate in the specific context of retail development.
PAGE  
1

_1211359827.bin

