Development of the Local Development Framework: Core Strategy Issues and Options Document
1. 
Introduction

1.1
The Issues and Options document has been prepared having undertaken an initial stage of consultation and background preparatory work.  This commenced in the spring of 2007 and the Issues and Options document has been written to take into account the feedback provided, within the context of a number of key documents and considerations.  This short paper sets out: 
· How the Local Development Framework differs from the Local Plan

· The purpose of the Issues and Options stage of the process; 

· Other key considerations taken into account in preparing the Issues and Options paper, including the evidence base, and why this method has been adopted.
2. 
How the Local Development Framework differs from the Local Plan

2.1
The Government’s changes to the national planning system under the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 replaces the previous approach of local planning authorities preparing Local Plans with Local Development Frameworks (LDFs).  LDFs are designed to be more visionary and over-arching than previous Local Plans and key elements of the new system include:

· Strengthening community and stakeholder involvement, by involvement from the outset of plan preparation.

· Flexibility, to enable authorities to respond to changing circumstances more quickly than Local Plans, which could take many years to prepare.

· Seeking consensus on essential issues early in the process (front-loading)

· Soundness, both in plan content and the process by which they are prepared.

2.2
Typically, an LDF will consist of several key documents instead of one large document.  The Borough Council has already prepared some of these including the Statement of Community Involvement and a number of Supplementary Planning Documents (eg Affordable Housing). 
2.3
Having successfully adopted the SCI, the next key document to be prepared is the Core Strategy.  This is a fundamental part of the LDF and will set the scene and guide subsequent LDF documents and should contain:

· A spatial vision and objectives

· A spatial strategy

· Core policies

· A monitoring and implementation framework.

3. 
Purpose of the Issues and Options

3.1
The development of an Issues and Options document forms the first stage in the preparation of the Core Strategy.  It is an informal part of the process, based on the concept of front-loading.  It seeks, through engagement and consultation, to identify the main issues affecting the Borough and provides the opportunity to consider potential policy options for addressing the issues identified.  It should be noted that the potential policy options explored at the Issues and Options stage do not need to be set out in the Core Strategy.  The Core Strategy should be a concise document focussed on how the plan’s objectives and vision are to be achieved.
3.2
It is fundamental that all of the key issues are identified at this early stage of the process, so that proper consideration can be given to them.  Government guidance and the experiences of other local authorities has emphasised the importance of giving options full consideration and that the reasons for rejecting or selecting options must be justifiable and based on evidence.
4. 
Key Considerations

Tests of Soundness

4.1
One of the key considerations in developing the Issues and Options document for the Core Strategy is the ‘tests of soundness’ that all key documents prepared through the new Local Development Framework (LDF) must adhere to.  The tests have been established by the Government to ensure:

· All LDF documents are consistent with national and regional planning guidance;

· The documents have been prepared based on a robust and credible evidence base

· Full and proper consideration by stakeholders and the community has taken place; and
· The Community Strategy is properly reflected.

4.2
The tests of soundness are applied by a Planning Inspector towards the end of the process of preparing key LDF documents, during an ‘examination’.  Experience of the process from other authorities has been that some Core Strategies are being found ‘unsound’, having failed one or more of the tests established by the Government.  A particular concern has been that at the Issues and Options stage, the authorities have not properly considered all of the available options.  In some cases, this has resulted in costly delays and aborted work.  

4.3
Taking this into account, it is fundamental that work undertaken at this stage is as comprehensive as possible, in order to avoid problems during later parts of the process.  This includes ensuring that all of the possible options are raised for consideration during the consultation.
National and Regional Planning Guidance

4.4
National and regional planning guidance provides the over-arching framework for the preparation of LDF documents, such as the Core Strategy, and must be taken into account by the Borough Council.  As such, all of the options being considered must be realistic in terms of what the higher-level guidance is saying.  Furthermore, it should not omit key options for consideration where these are set out in national and regional guidance.  Such high level guidance is primarily set out in:
· Planning Policy Statements;
· Planning Policy Guidance; and
· Government Circulars

4.5
Regional guidance is provided in the form of the existing adopted Regional Planning Guidance note for the South East (RPG9), which will be replaced by the South East Plan.  A draft of the South East Plan was prepared in 2006, upon which the Borough Council formally commented, and has since been subject to an ‘examination in public’ by a Panel of Inspectors.  The report of the Panel was published in late August, and set out recommended amendments to the draft South East Plan, which are currently being considered by the Government.  The Issues and Options document has been prepared in the context of this, and subsequent stages of the Core Strategy must be in conformity, in order to avoid the possibility of being found ‘unsound’ at examination.
Local Guidance 

4.6
One of the key tests upon which the Core Strategy will be considered is the extent to which it reflects the Community Strategy.  In the case of Basingstoke and Deane, this is ‘Pride in our Place’ which was published in 2006.  

4.7
An opportunity to ensure that the two documents are consistent and that the Core Strategy reflects the aims and desired outcomes of the Community Strategy was identified at the very early stages of preparing the Core Strategy.  This has involved basing the Issues and Options around the themes of the Community Strategy in addition to a key section on ‘strategic development’ at the start of the document.  This approach allows us to concentrate on achieving what the community and our partners, through the Local Strategic Partnership, are seeking through the Core Strategy.  

4.8
Initial feedback from the Government Office for the South East has been supportive of the approach, which helps to ensure that that this key test of soundness is being met.

4.9
In addition to the Community Strategy, account has also been taken of other documents at a local level, so that the Core Strategy achieves the spatial aims of objectives of other plans and strategies.  This includes both those produced by the Council and those prepared by other organisations, such as: 

· Hampshire Community Strategy

· Hampshire County Council Local Transport Plan

· Basingstoke and Deane Borough Council Plan

· Local Area Agreement

Technical Evidence Base

4.10
In addition to engaging and understanding the key issues in the Borough, it is vital that there is a robust and up-to-date evidence base on which to develop the Core Strategy and select or reject particular options.  The following section provides a summary of the work being undertaken to prepare the evidence base.  It should be noted that it is not necessary for the evidence base to be complete at the Issues and Options stage.  It is, however, important, that this is finalised in moving towards the next stage of the process, when we refine our options, since this will help to inform decisions at this stage.  Copies of all of these documents will be placed on our website as they are completed.
Water Cycle Study

4.12 Consultants have been commissioned to undertake a Water Cycle Study on behalf of the Borough Council.  This is being undertaken with Natural England, the Environment Agency, Hampshire County Council and the relevant water authorities to consider the implications of waste water and the ability to treat this to a suitably high standard.  In particular, there is concern over the capacity of the Chineham Sewerage Treatment works to deal with the wastewater arising from Basingstoke and the possible ecological impacts that this may have on the River Loddon.  
4.13
Phase 1 of the Study was completed in March 2007, and was used to feed into the South East Plan ‘Examination in Public’.  This concluded that strategic growth in Basingstoke was not constrained by flood risk or water resource issues.  However, it recognised that there is a lack of understanding of the potential impacts on the ecology of the River Loddon and that further investigation is needed to assess the extent to which water quality and ecology could pose a limit to the level of development in Basingstoke.  Phase 2 of this work has been commissioned and is expected to be completed by late 2008.

Strategic Flood Risk Assessment

4.14
Specialist consultants have been employed to produce a Strategic Flood Risk Assessment (SFRA) for the Borough, in accordance with Government guidance.  The SFRA is due to be completed in early 2008 and will provide detailed advice on the location of floodplains in the Borough, and types of flooding that have been experienced in the past (linked to water-courses, sewer-flooding or flooding caused by run-off for example).  The SFRA goes on to provide advice as to when development will require a Flood Risk Assessment alongside a planning application and the type of Sustainable Urban Drainage System (SUDS) that would be suitable based upon the geology.

Transport Assessment

4.15
A comprehensive transport assessment is being undertaken to gauge the capacity of the existing transport network and its ability to accommodate further levels of movement in the future.  This includes looking at more detail at the M3 Motorway Junctions (ie Junctions 6 and 7/8).  This involves close working with the County Council and the Highways Agency to understand what the current issues are with the transport network and to determine the most appropriate way of overcoming these problems.  At later stages, the transport assessment will have to go on to consider the transport implications of new development in different locations and will continue to inform the location of future development locations, particularly strategic development.

Employment Land Review

4.16
In order to understand the local economy and the need for employment land to support local businesses, work is underway on an Employment Land Review.  This work involves several key elements and includes working with Hampshire County Council, Rushmoor District Council and Hart District Council to consider the implications of the identification of a need for 40-60 hectares of employment land in North Hampshire, which was identified in the draft South East Plan.  The outcome of this work will be used to inform amendments to the draft South East Plan, which should be available in early 2008.  Alongside this, detailed work has been undertaken to survey all of the allocated employment sites in the Borough and to form a view on their appropriateness for employment purposes in the future.  We will also be using work undertaken more corporately around the Borough’s economic profile and image.
Leisure Needs Study and Open Space Audit

4.17
The Henley Centre were commissioned to undertake the first stage of the study which focused upon identifying the economic, social and demographic trends that would shape the leisure market in the Borough to 2026.  The study highlighted a set of key trends and issues and these have been fed into the development of the issues and options document to help us to understand the possible changes that could occur in the Borough over the next 20 years.  

4.18
Consultants have been commissioned to undertake the second stage of the study.  This will be a full audit of local leisure needs and facilities, in line with Government guidance, and will include a review of the Borough’s open space audit.  The results from the Leisure Needs Study will be used to gauge what the likely leisure requirements of the Borough will be in the future and how these can be appropriately met.
Hotels Study

4.19
The Borough Council will be working alongside Hampshire County Council and Tourism South East in a county-wide study of the demand for hotels, and the current supply.  This will ensure that there is a detailed understanding of what facilities are available and will involve detailed discussions with hotel operators to gauge occupation levels and the likely demand for future bed-spaces in the future.  This is particularly relevant given the Council’s regeneration proposals for Basing View, work being undertaken on image and the Central Area Vision, all of which contribute to a prosperous Borough and may involve the need for hotel accommodation.  This is a specific issue identified by members of the Borough Business Partnership in recent discussions on the Core Strategy.

Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment

4.20
A Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment (SHLAA) is currently being completed.  This is requirement which has recently been introduced by government.  The assessment will provide information on the opportunities that exist to meet housing need in the Borough.  This assessment will be a systematic study of land which is likely to be available for housing development in the period up to 2026.  
4.21
The Borough Council has already engaged a number of stakeholders, including the private sector, in preparing its SHLAA and this will continue.  It is intended that this engagement will help to ensure that sites brought forward are deliverable and will meet the Borough’s housing requirement in the future.
Retail Study

4.22
A comprehensive Retail Assessment is to be undertaken to examine the local retail situation in terms of the vitality and viability of existing shopping locations in the Borough, and the need for additional shopping floorspace in the future, based on likely population levels and economic activity.  This would include setting out what provision should be made in the future and for what type of retailer (eg. convenience / comparison goods).

Landscape Capacity Study

4.23
Officers from the Neighbourhood Renewal Business Unit have been preparing a Landscape Capacity Study of area surrounding Basingstoke.  The purpose of this is to provide a transparent and consistent assessment of the capacity of the landscape, to identify potential areas where development could best be accommodated without unacceptable adverse landscape and visual impacts. 

Housing Market Assessment

4.24
The Strategic Housing Market Assessment (SHMA) is a requirement of PPS3, and replaces the current Housing Needs Survey.  It differs from the Housing Needs Survey in that it looks at the whole housing market, rather than just affordable housing, and covers the whole of Central Hampshire and the New Forest. 
4.25
The SHMA was been commissioned by 5 local authorities: Basingstoke and Deane Borough Council, Winchester City Council, East Hampshire District Council, Test Valley Borough Council and New Forest District Council and has recently been finalised.  This will feed into the next stages of the Core Strategy.
Consultation

4.26
Having established the concept of preparing the Issues and Options document around the themes of the Community Strategy, this approach was also used to engage through the various consultation events.  Stakeholders were encouraged to become involved in discussions relevant to their area of work, for example, engaging the Primary Care Trust on the ‘Healthy Borough’ theme.

4.27
Consultation to date has been extensive and has sought to maximise the opportunities for public engagement, in accordance with the adopted Statement of Community Involvement.  In summary this has included the following:
· Informal workshop for Members and Stakeholders (including key agencies, members of the LSP and environmental groups) in March 2007.

· Visits to four schools (two primary and two secondary) in June / July 2007.

· LSP Annual Conference in July 2007 which focussed on the Core Strategy Issues and Options
· Widespread distribution of an awareness raising leaflet across the Borough, asking what the key issues are.
· Parishes Fact Pack
· Placing of all information on the Council’s website, including an on-line response form.

Internal Engagement
4.28
In addition to drawing on the knowledge and views of the stakeholders and members of the public, extensive consultation and debate has taken place with other officers in the Borough Council.  This included a corporate officers group which met in the summer and provided the opportunity for colleagues to voice their professional opinion on relevant issues.  Further more detailed discussions followed, to develop the themes of the Issues and Options document with individual business units.  Finally, officers from the Forward Planning Team have been engaging colleagues from other teams to prepare the evidence base, which has also helped to develop the Issues and Options document.  

