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1.1 We found that the guiding principles and the broad spatial framework of the draft

Strategy had widespread support amongst those who made representations to us or

participated at the public examination.  The open and inclusive approach which has

been adopted in the formulation of the Strategy was warmly welcomed by

participants, who, for their part, put forward many thoughtful suggestions for

enhancement of the detailed planning guidelines.  We have considered the points

made to us and set out our recommendations on each of the matters examined.

1.2 We found the hub, corridor and gateway framework of the draft Strategy sufficiently

flexible to deal with changing social and economic circumstances over the period of

the plan.  Since publication of the draft Strategy, revised projections anticipate a rate

of population growth over the plan period to 2025, which is about three times greater

than was envisaged.  The review of the Economic Development Strategy has also been

published and it puts forward a challenging target for economic growth up to 2010.

We are confident that the spatial development strategy can accommodate this scale of

economic and population growth.

1.3 Finally, we found the draft Strategy to be an innovative approach to strengthening

social and economic cohesion within the region but agree with the view held by

many participants that a similarly innovative approach is required in its

implementation.  Since the public examination, devolution of government in

Northern Ireland has introduced new administrative structures.  It is now even more

important that clear leadership is given to effective and co-ordinated action to

implement the Strategy.

1.4 The paragraphs below set out our recommendations, which are highlighted in bold

type in the following chapters of our report.  We emphasise that these

recommendations should be read in conjunction with the supporting narrative from

which they derive.  The numbers in brackets after each recommendation refer to the

relevant paragraphs of this report.

A co-ordinated approach

1.5 The Department should review chapter 1 to bring out clearly the purpose of the

Strategy, which we take to be to set the spatial planning framework to guide the

physical development of the region to 2025. All other strategies of Government

should fit within this spatial framework (3.3).

Relationships with neighbours

1.6 The British-Irish Council should be asked to give early attention to the co-ordination

of regional spatial development strategies, with particular reference to transport links

(3.4).

1.7 The examples of co-operation with neighbouring regions, cited under SPG 2.1, should

include links with Scotland (3.5).

1 Conclusions and
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1.8 In keeping with the European Spatial Development Perspective, before the Strategy is

finalised, Northern Ireland Ministers should consult with the Irish Government to

ensure that their respective plans achieve a co-ordinated approach to the future social

and economic development of the island (3.6).

Guiding principles

1.9 The Department should consider linking the Strategic Planning Guidelines back to the

guiding principles as it works them through (3.8).

1.10 Continuing community involvement in all aspects of planning and implementation

should be clearly built in to the first guiding principle (3.9).

1.11 The Department should review the status of the principle of sustainability in the

Strategy in the light of the Government’s published strategy for sustainable

development, and use it consistently throughout the final document (3.12).

Social cohesion

1.12 The principles of recognising the problems of segregation and seeking to foster

community interaction should be a feature of plan making and implementation. We

recommend continued training in community relations for planners and Housing

Executive staff (3.14).

The spatial development strategy

1.13 We believe that the Strategy is being prepared at a time of great opportunity for

economic growth in Northern Ireland and that economic development must be a

cornerstone of the spatial strategy.  SPGs 15 to 20 should be incorporated into the

broad description of the spatial development strategy. Any further spatial

recommendations arising from the completion of Strategy 2010 should also be

incorporated (4.2).

1.14 The content of chapter 5 should be re-ordered.  References to the rural community on

pages 41-42 should be removed to a new chapter on “Rural Northern Ireland”.

Housing growth and distribution, the Belfast Metropolitan Area (BMA) and its

hinterland and the North West should also form separate chapters (4.3).

1.15 We believe that the spatial development strategy will have modest success in

decentralising economic growth to the rest of the region.  Where the Strategy seeks to

allocate future housing growth, it should achieve a broadly even balance between the

Belfast Travel to Work Area and the rest of Northern Ireland (4.8).

1.16 The Strategy should distribute growth only to District Council areas or appropriate

groupings of District Councils within development plans, leaving the level of

development appropriate to local settlements to those plans (4.9).

1 Conclusions and
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The Hubs

1.17 The Strategy should not designate “major” and “key” service centres or Regional

Towns but, within the settlement network of the two main cities, main towns and

small towns, should secure the necessary concentration of major employment and

housing growth on the basis of hubs or clusters, key transport corridors and gateways,

along the lines of the approach advocated in chapter 7 of the draft Strategy (4.18).

Craigavon

1.18 Craigavon should not be given higher status than it receives in the draft Strategy, but

it clearly has all the attributes in terms of location, “critical mass” and infrastructure

to be identified as a focus of major employment and housing growth in the final

Strategy (4.19).

Key transport corridors

1.19 The Strategy should confirm the 5 designated key transport corridors and introduce a

further category of “link corridors”, as described in paragraph 4.20, and show them

appropriately on the maps in the strategy (4.21).

1.20 The Northern Corridor should be shown as running not from Belfast but from Moira

past Belfast International Airport to the M2, with a broad arrow at that point to

Belfast, and on to Ballymena, Coleraine and Derry/Londonderry (4.22). We find that

the distinction between the two major Development Corridors and the key transport

corridors is not clearly made and recommend that this be rectified within the Strategy

(4.23).

Gateways

1.21 We recommend the addition to paragraph 17.1 of specific references to the potential

of the Port of Larne and Belfast City Airport. The latter can appropriately be linked

with Belfast Harbour (4.24).

1.22 We are not persuaded that a hierarchy of gateways is a relevant planning tool in

determining the strategic location of economic development opportunities at the

ports and airports (4.26).

Changing the regional travel culture

1.23 The Strategy should recognise that the viability of the towns and rural service centres

decrees that a flexible approach be adopted to measures aimed at reducing car travel

in areas outside the BMA (5.7).

1.24 The Strategy should advocate the provision of improved public transport services

before the imposition of traffic restraint measures (5.8).

1 Conclusions and
Recommendations



Page 4

1.25 Detailed measures of traffic restraint or to promote cycling and walking should be set

out in the Regional Transport Plan or in a Planning Policy Statement (PPS) or in Area

Plans, as appropriate (5.9). We recommend that short-term initiatives and pilot

projects for the benefit of pedestrians and cyclists be explicitly encouraged in the

Strategy (5.10).

1.26 The Strategy should explicitly alert the Department for Regional Development and the

Department of the Environment to the need for co-ordination in the devising and

implementation of land use and transportation policies and schemes (5.16).

Enhancement of public transport

1.27 The Strategy should set medium term targets for the proportion of journeys made by

public transport in the light of the range of requirements arising from the region’s

distinctive settlement pattern (5.18).

1.28 The commendable work on linking private minibus services with the rural public

transport system should be further promoted (5.19).

1.29 In rail terms, a diversion of the rail line via Banbridge would shorten the Belfast-

Dublin distance and provide a new commuter rail line.  While we note the

reservations expressed by Craigavon Borough Council, we support the cautious nature

of the reference to it on page 65 of the draft Strategy (5.20).

1.30 Although we found no current evidence to convince us that the institution of a

service of Enterprise standard on this route could be justified, we recommend that

Translink periodically review the prospects for upgrading the Derry/Londonderry rail

service, appropriate to passenger usage (5.21).

1.31 The Strategy should propose investigation of the provision of park-and-ride facilities

at railway stations (5.22).

1.32 Translink should review the longer-term possibility of operating a circular passenger

rail service on the Belfast-Bleach Green-Antrim-Lisburn-Belfast lines (5.23).

1.33 The Strategy should advocate the extension of the E-Way system to Comber and

Newtownards and its eventual operation as a light rapid transit route (5.25). We

recommend that Translink consider in the long-term the integration of the E-Way

with the suburban railway system (5.26).

1.34 We support the intention in paragraph 13.2 of the draft Strategy that the feasibility of

rail freight movement within the strategic transport network and in an all-Ireland

context is kept under continuous review (5.27).

1.35 The Department and Translink should now consider and debate alternative and

radical improvements to the public transport systems in the long-term (5.28).

1 Conclusions and
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Environment

1.36 We recommend that the possible effects of global climate change be discussed in

chapter 2 of the Strategy as one of the Forces Driving Change (6.5).

1.37 A study should be commissioned of the potential contribution of the environment to

the regional economy (6.9).

1.38 Coastal Zone Management should receive prominence with a section to itself in SPG

25. The text should propose the early establishment of a CZ forum to advise on the

preparation of a CZM Strategy (6.12).

1.39 Treatment of the Built Environment is fragmented in the draft Strategy.  We

recommend that SPG 25 be entitled “Conservation of the Natural Environment” and

SPG 26 entitled “Conservation of the Built Environment”. We propose a re-structuring

of these SPGs (6.13).

Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty and National Parks

1.40 A study of the range of conservation designations is required with a view to

simplifying the suite presented in SPG 25.  The procedures for designating AONBs

should be reviewed in the interest of broadening their acceptability.  The study should

also consider whether the National Park designation would still be appropriate within

the Northern Ireland context (6.17).

Quality in the built environment

1.41 The Strategy should set out the principles of the Local Development Guidelines,

targeted specifically on promoting good planning for the built environment.  A

separate Planning Policy Statement should provide details and guidance on the

implementation of these principles.  The Statement should also include and extend

the principles in Appendix 3 “Achieving quality environments”, on planning

obligations and concept statements (6.21).

Resources and energy conservation

1.42 SPG 28 should state support for investigation of the region’s potential for exploiting

alternative energy technology (6.23).

1.43 We recommend strengthening the statements in the Strategy relating to woodland

and peat resources and the inclusion of a commitment to the early publication of a

policy statement on planning and mineral extraction (6.24).

Environment and health

1.44 The issue of Environment and Health should be given a higher profile by combining

measures for the improvement of air and water quality with proposals for the

promotion of good health (6.28).

1 Conclusions and
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Housing projections

1.45 The up-dated population projections by the Government Actuary’s Department

should be used as the basis for forecasting housing need. In the interests of

consistency, we recommend that the projections should be adjusted to year-end

figures for use within the housing forecasts (7.5).

1.46 In view of the way in which they will be used in the preparation and review of Area

Plans, we recommend that the term “housing growth indicators” should be used in

the Strategy rather than “housing targets” (7.9).

1.47 The Strategy should contain an explicit commitment to review the housing

projections and to adjust the housing growth indicators at 5-year intervals (7.10).

1.48 As Area Plans will continue to have 15 year time horizons, the Strategy, to be effective,

should determine housing growth indicators for 2015, using 1998, or, if available,

1999 data as the basis for forecasting (7.11).

Forecasting assumptions

1.49 In the absence of more rigorous data, we agree with the Department that the median

rate of decline in Mean Household Size should be used for forecasting, until 2001

Census data are available. We note the close relationship to the trend experienced in

GB in recent decades and expect this to continue. We support the plea by the

Northern Ireland Housing Executive that the lack of a more accurate method of

projecting households should be addressed as a matter of urgency. As a working

assumption, we estimate that Mean Household Size could reach 2.44 by 2015 (7.18).

1.50 We believe that, in more favourable economic conditions, the level of vacancy is more

likely to decline than stabilise and we recommend that the Strategy plan for a vacancy

rate of at most 4.5% in 2015 (7.19).

1.51 We recommend that only the expected increase in second homes be added to

estimates of the occupied stock required to accommodate households.  We see no

reason to predict that the current “hot spots” will continue to attract their current

share of growth (7.20). As information is not readily available on the proportion of

occupied stock taken up by second homes, we recommend that the Department

continues to use the one-for-one relationship between households and occupied stock

in forecasting housing need (7.21).

1.52 Until more robust and reliable information is available, we recommend that, for

forecasting purposes, the Strategy should assume a continuation of recent levels of net

stock loss at 1700 units per annum up to 2005, falling to a rate of 1500 units

thereafter (7.23).

1 Conclusions and
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Regional housing need

1.53 We estimate that about 160,000 more dwellings will be required between the end of

1998 and 2015 to meet the regional housing need. This equates to an average building

rate of around 9400 per annum (7.24).

1.54 We have no reason to believe that limited over-zoning in settlements, including the

Belfast Metropolitan Area, would significantly threaten the objectives of the Strategy

(7.28).

Management of housing growth

1.55 The Strategy should give priority to improving monitoring systems, propose the early

development of a PPS setting out how Plan, Monitor and Manage will work and give a

commitment to improving the capability of the Planning Service (7.36).

Distribution of housing growth

1.56 As we recommend in paragraph 4.8, the Strategy should aim for a broadly even

balance of growth between the Belfast Travel to Work Area and the rest of Northern

Ireland, and this should be reflected in the regional housing distribution. We expect

new second home development to be found predominantly outside the Belfast TTWA

and recommend that some 78,000 additional houses should be allocated to the Belfast

Travel to Work Area and 82,000 to the rest of the region in the period up to 2015

(7.45).

1.57 We conclude that the Department should apply the evaluation framework of the

Family of Settlements Report to guide the allocation of housing growth to District

Councils outside the Belfast TTWA.  We recommend that the precise distribution of

that growth between towns and their hinterlands should be determined by Area

Plans.  When the review of the Strategy is carried out in 5 years time, the database of

settlement growth potential and urban capacity should be sufficiently developed to

allow a more finely grained housing distribution (7.47).

1.58 We recommend that the Strategy reaffirm the approach taken in SPG 8 and Appendix

5 to reinforcing the main towns and expanding existing smaller settlements.  The

Strategy should not rule out entirely the concept of new settlements, should

household growth accelerate beyond expected levels in the longer term, but further

expansion of existing towns and villages should be considered first (7.49).

Drive for housing within existing urban areas

1.59 We found widespread support from participants for the principles of urban

renaissance but we recommend that these be given expression in the Strategy in

guidelines that are tailored to the specific circumstances of Northern Ireland (7.51).

1 Conclusions and
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1.60 The policy guidelines to promote more housing within existing urban areas require

further work.  We recognise the value that the Department attaches to an aspirational

target but could support this approach only if the target applied to the region as a

whole.  We agree with the view of some participants that 40% could be an appropriate

overall target for the region.  We recommend that targets be set for individual

settlements through the Area Plan process, advised by urban capacity studies (7.54).

1.61 To help deliver urban renaissance immediately, we recommend that a comprehensive

package of measures be developed to bring forward urban housing land.  The

Department should consult within Government and more widely on the feasibility of

appropriate measures, as soon as possible (7.56).

Sequential test

1.62 We agree with the Department’s view that sequential phasing of land through the

application of the Plan, Monitor and Manage mechanism should be a more efficient

control mechanism than the application of a sequential test to individual planning

applications.  However, where a planning application for housing development on a

greenfield site involves a substantial departure from the development plan and is

subject to the special procedure for major planning applications, it should be subject

to a sequential test.  We recommend that the Department should develop guidance

on how such a mechanism should be applied (7.58).

Housing choice and balanced communities

1.63 The Strategy should define the concept of a balanced community (7.60).

1.64 A Planning Policy Statement on Quality in the Built Environment should include

advice on the appropriateness of a mixture of tenures in housing developments and

on the minimum size of schemes where a mixture of house types should be sought

(7.63).

Social housing

1.65 We are not persuaded that the broad provisions of SPG 5 should be amended to

reserve a proportion of new greenfield housing sites for social housing (7.64).

Density

1.66 The Strategy should promote research into the scope for higher density residential

development in urban areas in order to advise the housing drive, which we

recommend in paragraph 12.14 (7.65).

Affordable housing

1.67 The need to provide affordable housing in rural areas should be regularly assessed,

with a view to remedial action at the local level (7.66).

1 Conclusions and
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Retail development

1.68 A precautionary approach to a defined scale of out-of-centre retail development for all

towns should be incorporated in PPS 5 (8.4). We recommend that appropriate tests for

new regional shopping centres and major retail development outside town centres be

incorporated in PPS 5 (8.5).

1.69 We consider the status afforded to Tourism Destination Retail Outlets in relation to

planning control is unjustified.  They are a competitive element in the retailing scene

and in our view should be subject to the same considerations as other proposed major

retail establishments.  We therefore find no reason to recognise them as a special case

in any revision of PPS 5. We recommend that references to Tourism Destination Retail

Outlets be deleted from the Strategy (8.7).

1.70 Occupied and vacant retail floorspace in all urban centres should be regularly

monitored (8.9).

1.71 The Strategy should distinguish between out-of-centre and edge-of-centre retail

locations (8.10).

Sprucefield

1.72 At the end of Appendix 7 “major planning application” should be replaced with

“planning application”. We also recommend that “there is scope to

accommodate…including the Knockmore-Sprucefield link” be deleted and there be

inserted “Major development at Sprucefield would require the provision of significant

new infrastructure.  In those circumstances, such development will be required to

either provide the infrastructure or make a financial contribution appropriate under

the guidance in PPS 3, to be of a scale and nature directly related to the proposed

development” (8.15).

Tourism and recreation

1.73 A separate strategy should be prepared for tourism development, incorporating

recreation, on a cross-departmental and cross-agency basis, building on the principles

of sustainable development.  The Regional Strategic Framework should provide the

spatial framework needed to accommodate the demands of tourism and changing

leisure habits, while conserving the key assets of the natural and built environment

(8.17).

1.74 The Strategy should develop a sustainable approach to planning for tourism and

recreation.  The approach to enhancement and development of the region’s tourism

infrastructure in SPG 21 should be framed against this sustainable approach (8.18).

1.75 SPG 22 should focus first on identifying the planning implications of a policy for

sustainable tourism, including an appreciation of the potential future range of visitor

1 Conclusions and
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types with their corresponding demands on the environment and infrastructure. It

should then set out broad groupings of kinds of visitor destination and the likely

pressures which increased visitor numbers will bring to these.  It should also outline

how visitor management can be incorporated into local plans for the conservation of

the natural and built environment (8.21).

1.76 The Strategy should propose exploration of ways of increasing tourist development

collaboration with the Republic of Ireland and Scotland, perhaps through discussion

by the British-Irish Council (8.22).

1.77 Area Plans should identify settlements and areas under pressure from second home

development.  We recommend the development of a set of criteria by which the

capacity of a village to absorb new development can be assessed in consultation with

local people. These could be included in the PPS recommended in Chapter 6 on

Quality in the Built Environment (8.25).

1.78 We recommend that SPG 23 on Destination Resorts be deleted (8.27).

1.79 The Strategy should recognise the potential of the cities for cultural and conference

based tourism (8.29).

Rural Northern Ireland

1.80 Government should prepare a White Paper on Rural Planning and Development in

Northern Ireland, similar in scope to the strategy published for Scotland in 1998 and

in preparation for England (9.4).

1.81 The new chapter on rural issues should note the experience of inter-agency and inter-

District collaborative working in the rural area, and commend its further development

as a basis for integrated rural policy formulation (9.8).

1.82 SPG 18, which deals with the rural economy, should be brought to the front of the set

of rural SPGs to signal its importance.  It should be re-structured to discuss the direct

planning implications of promoting rural economic diversity (9.12).

1.83 The Department should review urgently the need for a PPS on Rural Development and

include within it clear guidance for advancing the provision of all projects that can

demonstrate gain to the objective of diversifying the rural economy (9.13).

1.84 Government should give serious consideration to the establishment of a Centre for

Sustainable Technology in the rural area (9.14).

1.85 SPGs 7 and 8 should be amalgamated into a single SPG dealing with the network of

service centres as a whole and the potential for settlements to cluster in support of

economic activity. We suggest some detailed changes (9.17).

1 Conclusions and
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1.86 The problem of reconciling access to services with the dispersed nature of the rural

population should receive priority attention in the White Paper that we recommend

to address wider rural issues (9.19).

1.87 The Strategy should set out the main social issues facing rural areas beyond the Belfast

Travel to Work Area and the possible response to these.  It should seek to develop the

existing potential for effective community participation in planning for the rural area

(9.21).

Belfast Green Belt and open land

1.88 We recommend the Green Belt should be so defined by Area Plans as to prescribe a

relatively permanent limit to urban development in order clearly to prevent urban

sprawl by distinguishing the coherent built-up area from the surrounding open

countryside, in particular the hillsides which define the city, by preventing the

coalescence of settlements, and by protecting the undeveloped shores of Belfast Lough

(10.6).

1.89 The areas of strategic open space within the urban area should be defined in the

Belfast Metropolitan Area Plan (BMAP) and designated as Metropolitan Open Land

subject to similar rigorous planning constraints as those relevant to undeveloped land

within the Green Belt (10.7).

Transport in the BMA

1.90 The Regional Transport Plan should examine both physical and financial measures to

restrain car usage in the BMA but the Strategy should propose the linkage of such

measures to the provision of improved public transport services (10.18).

Housing

1.91 Until detailed capacity studies of the BMA have been undertaken, the Strategy should

plan on the basis of the indicative regional target of 40% of housing growth to be

found within the urban “footprint” (10.25).

1.92 We believe that an allocation of 42,000 additional dwellings to the BMA is achievable.

The Strategy should maximise provision of additional dwellings within the existing

urban area, and then provide for major areas of plan-led expansion on the key

corridors at West Lisburn and Newtownabbey, focusing development near to areas of

employment growth and integrating with suburban rail links and other primary

public transport services.  Additional peripheral expansion should focus on the

remaining “whitelands”, on other land zonings to be confirmed in Lisburn and

Carrickfergus plans, and on any smaller sites emerging in the review of the Green Belt

boundary in the BMA Plan.  The precise distribution of the allocation within the

urban footprint and on peripheral sites will be a matter for the BMA Plan, advised by

urban capacity studies (10.28).

1 Conclusions and
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1.93 Subject to confirmation by the evaluation framework of the Family of Settlements

Report, reasonable indicators for housing growth in the peripheral Districts of the

Belfast Travel to Work Area would be: Antrim (7500), Ards (7500), Down (7000) and

Larne (3500).  Within these Districts, growth should focus on the main towns and the

smaller towns listed in Appendix 5 of the draft Strategy but the precise distribution

should be a matter for Area Plans.  We assume that Dromore, in Banbridge District,

might accommodate about 500 extra dwellings.  The Department should allocate

some 1000 additional second homes to appropriate areas (10.31).

1.94 The Strategy should plan for up to 9,000 extra dwellings in existing settlements in the

BMAP rural area in accordance with the criteria set out in Appendix 5.  The scale and

phasing of housing growth should be subject to a common approach to the

management of the housing land supply in the BMA Plan area as a whole (10.32).

The North West

1.95 The Department should foster cross-border co-operation in the implementation of the

Strategy (11.6).

1.96 The title of the section on page 58 should be changed from “Derry/Londonderry: A

Regional City” to “The North West”, and SPG 11 should be amended to read “To

develop a strong North West based on Derry/Londonderry” (11.7).

1.97 The section on the North West should bring out the largely discrete social and

economic nature of the sub-region, which calls for a separate local approach;

highlight the links, and the need for co-ordinated local planning, with County

Donegal; adapt paragraph 11.1 to cover economic development and the extension of

the gas pipeline, with additional reference to Derry City Airport as a regional gateway;

and keep paragraphs 11.2 and 11.3 focusing on the City (11.8).

Implementation

1.98 The capacity of the Planning Service should be strengthened urgently and

imaginatively (12.4).

1.99 Consideration should be given to involving District Council staff in the preparation of

draft plans (12.5).

1.100 A target of 2006 should be set for complete plan coverage. The process should be

streamlined and the framework recast to prepare development plans for the Belfast

Metropolitan Area and, perhaps, five groupings of District Council areas (12.9).

1.101 Additional resources should be allocated to a dedicated team to revise existing

statements and put the main remaining Planning Policy Statements in place urgently

(12.10).

1 Conclusions and
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1.102 We endorse the value of using the Local Development Guidelines to test the

sustainability of specific developments (12.11).

1.103 The new approach to the management of land supply should be the subject of

consultation with developers and other interests (12.12).

1.104 A regional housing land database should be created (12.13).

1.105 There should be a concerted drive to promote the provision of new dwellings in urban

areas, starting in Belfast where the largest potential lies (12.14).

1.106 New approaches to and greater investment in public transport should be a high

priority (12.15).

Monitoring

1.107 The Department should set up a working group to develop an appropriate monitoring

system, exploiting the established expertise and experience of local agencies and

organisations, which was demonstrated to us at the public examination (13.3).

1.108 The implementation of the Strategy should be monitored in conjunction with major

interests concerned.  The system should be put into operation at the same time as the

Strategy is launched, and should include key measures that will track the progress of

the Strategy. Annual reports should be published for discussion by all interested

parties, and action points for key players agreed (13.5).

1.109 There should be a formal review of the Strategy after 5 years (13.6).
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Terms of reference
2.1 We were appointed by the former Department of the Environment for Northern

Ireland “to conduct an independent examination in public of the draft Regional

Strategic Framework for Northern Ireland, published in December 1998, and to report

[our] findings to the Department by the end of December 1999”.  The extension to

April 1999 of the closing date for representations to the document, which we

hereafter refer to as “the draft Strategy”, and the steps which we then had to take to

set up the public examination, meant that the examination was held during the five

weeks from 12th October to 12th November 1999.  Our target date for reporting was

extended.  We now have pleasure in presenting our report.

2.2 Since the closure of the public examination, a new political framework has been

established under the Belfast Agreement, which, inter alia, has set up the new

Executive Committee and restructured departmental responsibilities.  We are therefore

now reporting to the Minister for Regional Development, noting as we do so that the

draft Strategy and our report have implications for other Departments.  In particular,

the new Department of the Environment is responsible for planning control and a

range of environmental matters, and the new Department for Social Development for

housing policy and urban renewal.  Since a number of the former Departments

participated in our public examination sessions and would therefore have been

receiving copies of our report, we have thought it helpful to send a copy of our report

to each of the new Departments, for information, as well as to other participants.

2.3 This was the first public examination conducted in Northern Ireland.  Our detailed

terms of reference, set out in Appendix 1, required us to adhere in general to the

procedure set out for public examination of draft Regional Planning Guidance in

England.  We did so and found that it generally fitted local circumstances well.  We

were also required, in particular, to acknowledge the prevailing planning legislation

and published planning guidance in Northern Ireland; to conduct the public

examination in an open, fair and impartial manner; and in a way which encouraged

constructive, concise and non-repetitive debate.  While we may not have succeeded

entirely in these last respects, it is right to record that we received informally many

positive reactions to this new means of public involvement.  The process of public

examination has been well received.

2.4 Our terms of reference required us also to take due account of the nature of the draft

Strategy, which differed in a number of respects from English Regional Planning

Guidance.  In particular, it is not limited to land use, but addresses also a range of

economic, environmental and community issues which are relevant to delivering the

objectives of achieving sustainable development and social cohesion in Northern

Ireland.  We hope that our recommendations take these wider perspectives into

account.

2 Introduction
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2 Introduction

Initial work of the Panel
2.5 The Panel was appointed by the Department of the Environment for Northern Ireland

in April 1998 for the purposes of conducting the public examination in the autumn of

that year.  When the date for publication of the draft Strategy slipped from June to

December, the timetable for our examination was postponed accordingly.   However,

we were able to use the additional preparation time to good effect, becoming more

familiar with the public examination process.

2.6 Although used for many years to test draft County Structure Plans, the process was

being introduced in England to the examination of draft Regional Planning Guidance

and training seminars were being held for Panel Chairmen.  We are grateful to the

Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions for inviting us to attend

these seminars and for helping to arrange visits to observe public examinations in

progress.  We thank particularly those Panel Chairmen and their staff who took time

during their busy schedules to talk to us about procedures and administrative matters.

Their advice proved most helpful in developing our own approach to the task.

2.7 We were joined initially by Professor Stephen Crow, who had been selected by the

Department to provide advice to the Panel on procedural and land use planning

matters.  During the delay and uncertainty over the start of the public examination,

Professor Crow was invited by the Deputy Prime Minister to chair the public

examination into the draft Regional Planning Guidance for the South East of England.

A subsequent timetable clash meant that we were unable to avail of Professor Crow’s

expertise but we were delighted when Dr David Robins agreed to replace him in

December 1998, adding his considerable knowledge and experience to our Panel.

2.8 Mr Keith Walsh was seconded from the Department to act as Panel Secretary, at first

on a part-time basis from May 1998 and then full time from January 1999.  Mr David

Gibson was seconded by Queen’s University to act as Programme Officer in April

1999.  They were assisted in the task of administering the public examination by Mr

Stephen McKeown, again on secondment from the Department.  Mr Gibson and Mr

McKeown gave us excellent support.  We are particularly indebted to our Panel

Secretary, Mr Walsh, who planned our work and conducted our business with

exemplary competence, and added wise counsel from his experience to our

deliberations.

Selection of matters for examination

2.9 The draft Strategy was published on 8 December 1998. Our first task then was to

consider the 169 representations from District Councils, political parties,

organisations and individuals, which were received by the extended closing date of

16th April 1999.  In forming our initial views on the selection of matters for

examination, we paid particular attention to what the representations had to say
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about the adequacy of particular policies and their justification, conflicts between the

draft Strategy and other regional policies, internal inconsistencies and issues which

attracted significant controversy.  We also had regard to the views of the Department

in identifying the key issues of regional significance.

2.10 We published our Preliminary List of Selected Matters on 13th May 1999.  We received

over 60 responses, as a result of which we made some revisions before publishing the

Final List of Matters for the public examination.  The main changes were to

incorporate economic issues into the sessions on the Spatial Development Strategy

and Rural Northern Ireland, leaving a separate session on Retail Development.  We

refocused the questions for debate on the Strategic Planning Guidelines and

incorporated a number of helpful drafting suggestions.  In some cases, we

amalgamated questions to avoid repetition of a debating issue under a different

subject heading.  Lastly, in response to public concerns, we added two sessions to

gather information on implementation, monitoring and to hear concluding views.

One of these concluding sessions was specifically for District Councils.  The list of

matters that were finally selected for debate, along with the list of participants who

attended, is at Appendix 2.

Matters not selected

2.11 In our Final List of Matters, we believe that we selected all the main issues of

controversy that were of real regional significance and of relevance to completion of

the Strategy.  Inevitably, there were matters raised in the responses to the Preliminary

List that we considered it would be inappropriate to include.  We cite the main ones

and our reasons for omitting them below.  In each case, where we were unable to

address an issue, the Panel Secretary replied explaining why we did not include the

suggested changes.

2.12 We received comments about the wider planning system, the status of the draft

Strategy within it, and the process by which the final Strategy is being prepared.  As

these matters fall outside the remit of the Panel, we referred them to the Department

to be addressed.  The Department prepared a briefing paper dealing with these issues,

which was published before the start of the public examination.

2.13 We also received representations about individual planning applications, local

planning policies and land use zonings.  As these issues were properly the concern of

local planning decisions, we did not include them in the list of matters of regional

significance.  We expected these matters to have been taken up by the Planning

Service and dealt with outside the public examination.

2.14 We were asked to examine the appropriate future provision of airport capacity for the

region.  The Department advised us that this issue was being addressed separately

within an on-going consultation process for the Northern Ireland Air Services Study.

We saw no merit in duplicating this consultation process through the public

2 Introduction
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examination but were prepared to debate whether the draft Strategy would provide an

adequate spatial framework for any recommendations on airports policy emerging

from the Air Services Study.  The public examination closed before the Air Services

Study was completed.

2.15 In a similar vein, we were asked to examine the Department’s draft Waste

Management Strategy for Northern Ireland.  This draft Strategy had been published

for consultation in June 1998, and the Department had commissioned an Advisory

Group to consider the responses and to bring forward recommendations.  We saw no

reason to duplicate the work of the Advisory Group but were prepared to reconsider

references to waste management in the draft Strategy, if the Advisory Group

recommended changes.  The Advisory Group reported before the opening of the

public examination but did not seek changes to the Regional Strategic Framework.

2.16 A number of representations asked us to examine the Planning Service policy for the

siting of telecommunications masts.  We were aware of the continuing concern

expressed about possible health effects associated with telecommunications masts and

invited the Department to consider whether the public examination into strategic

matters was an appropriate forum to debate this issue.  The Department asked the

Panel to note that it regarded this as an operational matter, which would be addressed

within a separate Planning Policy Statement and subject to a separate public

consultation process.  We regard the issue to be of regional significance but one that

requires detailed technical assessment.  We are satisfied with the approach proposed

by the Department.

Selection of participants

2.17 The selection of participants for the public examination was also subject to public

consultation and discussions with the Department.  We were aware, from the public

interest expressed through the representations and during earlier consultation on the

draft Strategy, that the numbers wishing to participate would exceed what could be

accommodated around the table to enable a manageable debate.  As this was the first

public examination of its kind in Northern Ireland, we recognised that inclusiveness

and fairness were necessary to achieve public confidence in the process.  The selection

of relatively small numbers from among those who had expressed an interest in each

matter proved a particularly sensitive task.

2.18 In our selection, we followed a number of guiding principles.  First, our choice of

participants for each session was focused on the matters selected for debate.  It was

not possible to offer a seat at the table to every participant at every session.  Priority

had to be given to those most concerned about the matter in question.

2.19 Second, we based our selection on the significance of the contribution that

participants could be expected to make to the debate.  We paid particular regard to the

knowledge and expertise and the views expressed to us in written submissions.

2 Introduction
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2.20 Third, we sought to ensure a broad spectrum of the opinions held on each issue.  In a

few instances this was difficult to achieve from amongst those who made

representations and, in consultation with the Department, we invited expertise and

opinion from other sources.  In each case, we were guided by earlier written material

that had been submitted to the Department by those sources.  The Department of the

Environment attended every session but, where we considered it relevant, we invited

participation by other Government Departments.

2.21 Fourthly, from the outset and throughout the process, we encouraged potential

participants holding similar views on the matters for debate to come together as

consortia behind a common spokesperson.  We endeavoured to accommodate those

who did so and we are grateful to all those who, in this way, helped to avoid undue

repetition of opinion during the sessions.

2.22 Finally, where we were unable to accommodate a desire to participate, we invited any

disappointed parties to make a further written submission, prior to the examination,

on the subject of any of the matters selected for discussion.  A few such additional

submissions were made.  We have placed these in the Examination Library and

considered them in our assessments.

2.23 On the whole, we are most appreciative of the time and effort expended by

participants in preparing their arguments and for the enthusiastic and constructive

manner in which they entered into debate.  We regret that a small number of

participants either failed to attend or turned up but did not contribute.  Not only did

they waste an opportunity to expand upon their case but also they occupied places at

the table, which might have been more usefully filled by others.  Although we tried to

be inclusive and flexible in our approach throughout the public examination, there

may remain those who are disappointed at not being invited to take part.  We hope

they are able to accept that our approach at all times was both open and fair.

Guidance for participants
Internet

2.24 As the public examination was new to Northern Ireland, we took particular care to

explain the steps of the process and how we intended to handle it.  We made available

a number of background papers and published these on an Internet web-site, along

with copies of the representations and up to date information about the public

examination.  We understand that, in using the Internet to publish such material

about the public examination, we were breaking new ground.  We hope that, for those

able to access the web site, the facility proved helpful.

Examination library

2.25 A library containing all the “core documents”, written submissions, briefing papers

and explanatory notes was established at an early stage and was open for consultation

by both participants and members of the public.

2 Introduction
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Notes for participants

2.26 Notes for participants providing information on the purpose of the examination, the

timetable and details of the arrangements and guidance on what was expected of

participants were issued in August 1999.  The notes invited each participant to

submit, by early September, a statement of their views on the matters which they had

been invited to discuss.

Written statements

2.27 We asked that the written statements should be both timely and succinct.  When

received, they were placed in the Examination Library and copied to other

participants invited to discuss the particular issue.  We thank those who submitted

their statements on time and hope that the few who were late did not place an undue

burden on the preparation by other participants.

2.28 During the examination, the Panel invited further information, where it considered

this would be helpful in explaining a concept or statistics introduced during the

debate.  We are grateful to those who provided supporting material.  However, we

have not accepted additional written statements introducing new arguments that

were submitted after the close of the examination.  In the interests of fairness to other

participants, we have not included such material in the library or taken account of it

in our report.  We have forwarded the statements to the Department to be considered

as appropriate.

Public meetings

2.29 We held two public preliminary meetings to assist the participants and to give general

information to the public about the process.  Both meetings were held in Belfast.  At

the first meeting, held on 25th May 1999, explanation was given of the nature and

purpose of the examination and how it would be conducted, the selection of matters

and participants, and what was expected by way of pre-examination statements.  The

second meeting, on 2nd September 1999, dealt with the detailed arrangements for the

examination and addressed outstanding queries about procedures.  We published

notes of the proceedings at both meetings.

Conduct of the examination
Venues

2.30 The Department had asked us to hold public examination sessions at different venues

across Northern Ireland.  The scope for such a multi-centre approach was limited by

the logistics of moving the public examination equipment and support services, the

need to maintain momentum in the timetable and the availability of suitable

premises.  We received invitations and offers of assistance from a number of District

Councils to hold sessions in their towns.  In the event, we conducted our first week of

2 Introduction
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sessions in Belfast, our second week in Enniskillen and our third week in

Londonderry, returning to Belfast for the final two weeks of the public examination.

Pre-meeting on housing projections

2.31 From our early reading of written submissions, it became clear that there were

conflicting views about the statistical assumptions and methodology used to generate

the forecasts of housing need.  We wished to avoid detailed technical discussions

during the examination and, with the agreement of the Department and interested

participants, we arranged for a pre-meeting under the chairmanship of the Panel

Secretary to try and resolve differences of opinion.  This was partially successful in

reaching agreements and helped to reduce the technical detail debated before us.

Handling the debate

2.32 Throughout the examination, we stressed the importance of an informal and open

debate on the issues.  The written statements received were of great value to us both

in preparing for the examination and in writing our report but we entered into the

debates on the understanding that participants had read everybody else’s statement

relating to the particular session.  We discouraged the reading out of formal

statements, lengthy “lectures” or repetitions of views already presented to us.  For the

most part, all concerned entered into the spirit of the proceedings.

2.33 There had been concerns in some quarters prior to the examination that legal

representation and formal cross-examination of participants should be allowed.  We

were and remain firmly of the opinion that such procedures, commonly used in

public inquiries, are inappropriate to the public examination approach.  Whilst it was

a matter for participants who should present their views at the examination, at the

end of the day, none employed the services of legal counsel.  Where participants

found it necessary to probe or challenge the views put forward by others during the

course of debate, we were content to accommodate questions put through the chair.

For our part, we regarded it as the duty of the Panel to inquire into and challenge the

points made before us.

2.34 We were asked also to assist a number of District Councils and consortia of interests

by providing a number of places at the table so that they could be represented by

several spokespersons.  Whilst we recognised that participants might wish to use

different experts to present their case on separate questions, we were reluctant to

entertain any attempt at “debating in numbers”.  Therefore, we adopted the practice

of providing only one speaking point per participant, which could be occupied by

whichever spokesperson was best placed to argue the point in question.  This

approach proved generally acceptable.

2.35 Overall our approach to the examination was to be as flexible as possible in drawing

out the views of participants, giving them the opportunity to have their say and

respond. In this, we are confident we have succeeded.

2 Introduction
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Approach to the report
2.36 In this report, we have not attempted to comment on all the representations made, or

to give an account of the proceedings, nor even to summarise the case made by each

participant.  All of the documents submitted, along with tape recordings of the whole

proceedings, are held in the Examination Library by the Department.  Rather, in

making this report, we have attempted to focus on the issues, as we see them, and on

our recommendations, backed up by our reasoned analysis, drawing on the

representations, written statements and the examination sessions.

2.37 The way in which we have set out our thoughts and recommendations in this report

does not follow slavishly the order in which the selected matters were addressed

during the public examination.  We have found it useful to consider first the context

for the Regional Strategic Framework, its guiding principles and the overall spatial

development strategy, within which we have included examination of some of the

measures to support economic development.  Participants had pressed upon us the

importance of co-ordination with Strategy 2010.

2.38 Next we address the subjects of Transport, the Environment, Housing, Retail

Development, Tourism and Recreation before considering issues specific to the sub-

regions of Rural Northern Ireland, Belfast and its hinterland and the North West.  In

the two concluding Chapters, we look at aspects relating to implementation and

monitoring.

2.39 Finally, a number of participants put forward detailed suggestions for re-wording

specific Strategic Planning Guidelines (SPGs).  Whilst we have taken account of these

in our deliberations, we do not address all of them specifically in our report.  Our

recommendations include re-structuring and re-focusing of significant sections of the

Strategy and we leave these issues of specific wording to deliberations on the final

draft.  We have forwarded all of the suggested changes to the Department for

consideration.

2 Introduction
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Context
3.1 We began our public examination by setting the draft Strategy in its context. Chapter

1 sets out its purpose and status, and chapter 4 seeks to strengthen economic and

social cohesion by enhancing external linkages. We asked participants to consider

whether the draft Strategy:

• secured “a co-ordinated approach to the future development of the region”;

• adequately addressed “the spatial planning interrelationships between Northern

Ireland and neighbouring regions of the Republic of Ireland and Great Britain”; and

• brought out sufficiently “the scope for integrated planning in cross-border areas”.

A co-ordinated approach?

3.2 Confusion was regularly expressed over the relationship of the draft Strategy to the

many other strategies of Government within Northern Ireland. There was particular

concern over the relative status of this draft Strategy and Strategy 2010, a recent

report by an Economic Development Steering Group published for consultation in

March 1999. Other Government strategies and policy papers are listed in Appendix 2

of the draft Strategy.  Reference is also made there to national policy statements. New

national and local strategies continue to emerge - notably the new strategy for

sustainable development in the UK1. Many participants considered that these

relationships needed to be clarified.  We agree.

3.3 Participants suggested various remedies. Many suggested that the final Strategy should

contain a long-term action plan setting out targets and timescales for

implementation, as the Department earlier said it would2. Some thought that such an

action plan should ideally cover the whole range of Government business, which we

think would be appropriate not to this Strategy but to the wider Programme for

Government which is to be put before the new Assembly. Others more modestly

stressed the need for clarity about objectives and purpose, and for a monitoring

framework. We return to the need for the final Strategy to contain plans for

implementation and a system for monitoring and review in our Chapters 12 and 13.

But the Strategy should, as it aims to do, set out its purpose and status in chapter 1.

The Department should review chapter 1 to bring out clearly the purpose

of the Strategy, which we take to be to set the spatial planning

framework to guide the physical development of the region to 2025. All

other strategies of Government should fit within this framework in

spatial terms.

3 Context and Guiding
Principles
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Relationships with neighbours

3.4 Chapter 4 of the draft Strategy in the section “Creating an outward-looking region”

was commended for the perspectives it takes and the Strategic Planning Guidelines it

proposes. As regards linkages with neighbouring regions of Great Britain, we saw

representations from interests in Lancashire promoting a motorway link from the port

of Heysham to the M6.  We understand that the Minister previously responsible for

the Department of the Environment in Northern Ireland supported this initiative in

the interests of improving this gateway to the Province among others. This is clearly

only one example of the transport linkages that are critical to Northern Ireland’s

social and economic prosperity within the European Union through the Trans-

European Network.  It would be helpful to discuss the draft Strategy and its linkages

with neighbouring regions, and the British-Irish Council now provides a new forum

in which to do so.

The British-Irish Council should be asked to give early attention to the

co-ordination of regional spatial development strategies, with particular

reference to transport links.

3.5 SPG 2 aims “to increase links with neighbouring regions and capitalise on trans-

regional development opportunities”.  All the examples of inter-regional co-operation

set out in 2.1 are cross-border with the Republic of Ireland. We see value in co-

operation with neighbouring Scottish regions, particularly in the fields of joint

tourism projects and energy links.

The examples of co-operation with neighbouring regions, cited under

SPG 2.1, should include links with Scotland.

Cross-border planning

3.6 In relation to the Republic of Ireland, clear statements are made under SPG 2 about

encouraging cross-border economic, transport and tourism joint initiatives.   There

has been a great deal of ground-breaking work done in cross-border partnerships in

recent years, evidenced to us by statements from the three cross-border groupings of

District Councils with County Councils in the Republic. We refer again to these in our

Chapter 9 on Rural Northern Ireland, but at national level we understand that the

Irish Government is working towards publication of a new National Plan. This seems

to provide a unique opportunity to secure co-ordinated physical plans for the island

as a whole.

In keeping with the integrated approach of the European Spatial

Development Perspective, before the Strategy is finalised, Northern

Ireland Ministers should consult with the Irish Government to ensure

that their respective plans achieve a co-ordinated approach to the future

social and economic development of the island.

3 Context and Guiding
Principles



Page 24

Guiding principles
3.7 We examined the guiding principles set out in chapter 3 of the draft Strategy, asking

participants whether they were adequate, integrated and properly followed through in

the Strategic Planning Guidelines.

General

3.8 It is fair to conclude that the proposed guiding principles were widely welcomed and

applauded.  The main concern was that they stood in splendid isolation at the

opening, but were not explicitly tracked through to the spatial development strategy,

which was built on them in Part 3.  We recognise that this would be a difficult

drafting exercise which might risk complicating an already elaborate framework, but

to meet this legitimate concern we recommend that the Department should

consider linking the Strategic Planning Guidelines back to the guiding

principles as it works them through.

A people and community focused approach

3.9 Participants welcomed this principle, which was developed in the extensive

consultative exercise undertaken in formulating the Strategy.  It was clear to us that,

just as “community involvement has....been central to the process of developing the

Framework”3, so community involvement is essential to the future planning system,

to give local communities a sense of ownership of the plans.

Continuing community involvement in all aspects of planning and

implementation should be clearly built in to the first guiding principle.

We suggest how this might be handled in Appendix 3.

A sustainable approach to development

3.10 Of the six guiding principles set out in chapter 3, the sustainable approach to

development was discussed at several sessions.  Participants presented ideas to

facilitate practical progress towards the goal of sustainable development.  These

clustered broadly under the following themes:

• Integration of related streams of policy and co-ordination of implementation at

appropriate geographic scales.

• Promotion of diversity (social, economic and environmental).

• Policy making and implementation styles, which prioritise those projects most clearly

sustainable.

• Commitment to the involvement of all citizens, as far as possible, in both policy

making and in implementation.

3 Context and Guiding
Principles
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3.11 Belfast City Council and NI Environment Link urged that the sustainable approach to

development should be elevated to become the overarching principle of the Strategy,

with the others flowing from it.  Belfast City Council thus considered that the

Strategy should be the region’s sustainable development strategy, into which other

Government strategies should fit.  NI Environment Link suggested a rewording of the

guiding principles.  Both stressed that the goal was not just environmental, but

equally social and economic, sustainability.

3.12 This would be a valid alternative approach, which gets some support from the

Government’s subsequently published strategy for sustainable development for the

UK1, which gives full weight to social and economic as well as environmental aspects

of sustainability.  It is for the Department to decide which approach should be

followed.  What we suggest is important is that the approach adopted should be

consistently expressed throughout the Strategy and its supplementary documents.

There is presently, for example, inconsistency between the description of the Strategic

Environmental Appraisal report4 on page 4 of the draft Strategy as testing it “against

best environmental practice”, and its actual content, which extends into social and

economic as well as environmental appraisal.

The Department should review the status of the principle of

sustainability in the Strategy in the light of the Government’s published

strategy for sustainable development, and use it consistently throughout

the final document.

Achieving a more cohesive society in the Region

3.13 We thought it important also to test with participants the adequacy of the principle of

“achieving a more cohesive society in the Region” and its expression in SPG3, since

this has special resonance in Northern Ireland.  This principle is based first on

“equality of opportunity and equity of treatment”, and we note that the Strategy has

been tested against the Policy Appraisal and Fair Treatment guidelines of Government.

3.14 This principle is also based on “strengthening community cohesion in the Region”.

The Community Relations Council greatly welcomed the approach taken in the draft

Strategy, which stresses on page 11 that decisions in planning and land issues must

“respect the sensitivities of the divided... community, while seeking ultimately to

contribute to the healing of community divisions.”    The Council felt that the

principles of recognising community division and seeking to foster community

interaction, well expressed in SPG 3, would need to be translated into action on the

ground, when Area Plans were being prepared and planning decisions taken, and this

called for continuing training for planners and Housing Executive staff.  The Tenants

Action Project and the North-West Community Network saw the key to be full

community interaction and involvement in drawing up local plans, with the objective

of securing ownership by all the local communities of plans for the area concerned

3 Context and Guiding
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which they could regard as “theirs”.   The Department was widely commended for its

participative approach in preparing the draft Strategy.

The principles of recognising the problems of segregation and seeking to

foster community interaction should be a feature of plan making and

implementation.  We recommend continued training in community

relations for planners and Housing Executive staff.

Notes:

1. A Better Quality of Life: A strategy for sustainable development for the United

Kingdom.  Cm 4345.  May 1999.

2. Planning Policy Statement 1: General Principles. March 1998. Paragraph 30.

3. Page 3, third paragraph of the draft Strategy.

4. Strategic Environmental Appraisal: a sustainability assessment of the draft Regional

Strategic Framework for Northern Ireland. DOE. February 1999.
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Background

4.1 The proposed spatial development strategy for Northern Ireland is set out in chapter 5

of the draft Strategy.   As summarised in the framework on page 35, it is based on a

hub, corridor and gateway approach, aiming to give a strategic focus to future

development and to achieve balanced growth within the region.   The representations

received on the draft Strategy raised concerns about the growth prospects of certain

towns and the overall balance of future development.  We asked participants at the

public examination:

• Whether the Strategy provided “an adequate spatial framework to exploit economic

development opportunities”;

• whether the strategy struck “an appropriate distribution of growth: between

centralisation and decentralisation; between East and West; and between urban

and rural”;

• whether it was “appropriate to use the three settlement groups as sub-regions”;

• whether the hubs had been appropriately designated and if “their categorisation into

major service centres and key service centres was justified”; and

• whether the corridors and gateways were adequately identified.

Economic growth and spatial development

4.2 A recurrent criticism during the public examination was that the draft Strategy was

housing led and only loosely based on an analysis of economic growth prospects.  On

page 38, new housing is described as a key driver of social and economic change in

the spatial development strategy.  Although this strategy is designed to help spread

economic growth throughout the region, to promote stewardship of environmental

resources and to foster more sustainable patterns of development, the main focus of

chapter 5 is a regional balance of housing growth.  There was widespread agreement

amongst most participants that economic growth should have equal weight in

shaping the spatial development strategy.  The importance of co-ordination with

Strategy 2010 was emphasised throughout at many of the sessions.

We believe that the Regional Strategic Framework is being prepared at a

time of great opportunity for economic growth in Northern Ireland and

that economic development must be a cornerstone of the spatial strategy.

SPGs 15 to 20 should be incorporated into the broad description of the

spatial development strategy on pages 34 to 40 of chapter 5.  Any further

spatial recommendations arising from the completion of Strategy 2010

should also be incorporated.

4 The  Spatial
Development  Strategy
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4.3 This revision to the spatial development strategy leaves a discontinuity in the

narrative flow of the rest of chapter 5.  The last paragraph on page 40 leads into

regional housing forecasts, but pages 41-42 then turn to “The Rural Community” in

general terms before SPG’s 4, 5 and 6 on pages 42 to 49 deal in detail with projected

housing growth and distribution.

The content of chapter 5 should be re-ordered.  References to the rural

community on pages 41-42 should be removed to a new chapter on

“Rural Northern Ireland”. Housing growth and distribution, the Belfast

Metropolitan Area and its hinterland and the North West should also

form separate chapters.

Balanced growth

4.4 The draft Strategy aims to achieve balanced growth across the region by focusing

future development on the urban hubs, corridors and gateways. “An approach based

on balanced growth across the network of Regional Towns is preferred, therefore, to

the selection of only a few growth centres.” (page 38)  “This approach.... strikes a

balance between the advantages of centralisation....and the benefits of

decentralisation...” (page 39) It was summarised for us by the Department at the

public examination as “concentrated decentralisation”.

4.5 The spatial development strategy seeks to achieve this balance by allocating housing

across the hub and corridor framework with reference to the three “settlement

groups” used in the Family of Settlements Report accompanying the draft Strategy -

the Belfast Metropolitan Area; Derry/Londonderry and the Regional Towns; and the

rural community.  We asked whether these settlement groups were the right

components to use for spatial planning involving both economic and residential

development, and it is clear to us through discussion of the dynamics of development

that they are not.  We have attempted to frame a more appropriate concept of

balance.

4.6 The Belfast Metropolitan Area conurbation is cohesive as a planning area, but the

effects of its development spread out well beyond its boundaries into its wider

housing and employment catchment area - the Travel to Work Area (TTWA) – and

perhaps even further. The Belfast TTWA was recognised by participants in describing

the economic hinterland of the BMA1.  Similarly, participants did not regard the

Regional Towns as “stand alone” urban systems isolated from their rural hinterlands,

as suggested by the 3 “settlement groups”. Rather, the “settlement group” is very

much seen as the town and its rural catchment area. Indeed, on page 50, the draft

Strategy recognises this interdependence.  People living in the countryside do not see

themselves as belonging to a single regional settlement group called “rural Northern

Ireland” but to the local community based on the District or main town.  If there is a

distinction in socio-economic and planning terms, it is between rural living in the

hinterland of Belfast and the rest of Northern Ireland.
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4.7 In these terms, we found general support for a broad balance of growth between the

Belfast TTWA or sub-region and the rest of the region.  There was a strong lobby that

the economic powerhouse of the Belfast conurbation should not be weakened by

undue restrictions on its future growth.  These interests argued that the housing

growth necessary to maintain the buoyancy of the Belfast Metropolitan Area should

be located both within the urban area and beyond its boundary in its wider travel to

work area. We share this view that the economic organism which is Belfast extends far

beyond the boundaries of the city. Its future economic health will therefore depend

on strategic proposals for development within the wider TTWA, where some 55% of

the region’s jobs and 54% of its homes are to be found.

4.8 The critical balance which the Strategy should achieve, therefore, is between

maintaining a strong economic heart in the wider Belfast TTWA and encouraging a

measure of decentralised growth in the rest of the region, focused on the North West

and the larger towns, particularly on the key transport corridors.

We believe that the spatial development strategy will have modest

success in decentralising economic growth to the rest of the region.

Where the Strategy seeks to allocate future housing growth, it should

achieve a broadly even balance between the Belfast Travel to Work Area

and the rest of Northern Ireland.

Districts as settlement groups

4.9 We have noted strong opinion that, below regional level, the towns and their rural

hinterlands should be seen as integrated economic units, so that future development

is not categorised as “town” or “country”.  The concept of economic development

being promoted within clusters of settlement found much support.  It was thus

considered essential that there should be a flexible approach at regional level, which

would enable settlement patterns to be decided at local level to fit local development

needs. We share this view.

The Strategy should distribute growth only to District Council areas or

appropriate groupings of District Councils within development plans,

leaving the level of development appropriate to local settlements to

those plans.

The Hubs

4.10 In guiding the long-term distribution of growth outside the BMA and Derry/

Londonderry up to 2025, the opening framework of the spatial development strategy

(page 35) divides the Regional Towns into two distinct categories of “major” and

“key” service centres.  These are depicted respectively on the main maps - Diagrams 4,

5 and 11 - as larger circles and smaller squares.  The seven “circle” towns are described

as  “strategically located in the key transport corridors and serving large catchment
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areas, which have the existing capacity to accommodate and provide a wide range of

services for larger scale population and housing growth, including mobile housing

demand.”   The twelve “square” towns are to be strengthened to accommodate “local

growth”.  Some growth is envisaged in other settlements and rural areas in proportion

to the existing population distribution.

4.11 It is not surprising that the towns designated as circles welcomed this approach, while

many of the towns designated in their view as the second - or even the third - tier for

economic growth were deeply unhappy.   Armagh, Banbridge, Bangor, Downpatrick

and Larne, for example, put forward reasons with various degrees of cogency as to

how they met the criteria for designation as a major centre, and why they should not

be sidelined. Their main concern was that the towns in this third tier, particularly if

they were not on a key transport corridor, would lose out on major new investment

and hence on the growth which the draft Strategy purported to want for them all.

4.12 We think that this approach should be reconsidered. We are reinforced in this view

when we turn to SPG 15 and other proposals for supporting economic development,

which do not refer to the distinction made earlier between major and key centres.

4.13 In presentational terms, the distinction between the terms “major” and “key” centres

is not readily recognisable to the general reader, and the substitution of “minor” for

“key” would send the wrong signals.  In political terms, the distinction opens up the

likelihood of a continuing and unnecessary battle, of which the public examination

only provided the sighting shots, over the relegation of most Districts to what is seen

as the “minor league”. The development of successful counter magnets to the Belfast

conurbation requires co-operation rather than competition between what are

relatively small centres in European terms. We suggest later an approach to foster such

co-operation.  Furthermore, it may well be that potential investors will look first at

the larger hubs on the key transport corridors, whose infrastructures make them

natural sites for major industry, but to designate certain of the larger District towns for

this purpose, and not others, risks misrepresenting the Government’s future policy

intention that equality of opportunity and social cohesion will be the guiding

principles, and that all areas will remain eligible for the full range of advice and

support.

4.14 On the other hand, we do find it useful to draw distinctions between towns when

describing their present roles within the Family of Settlements.  However, we are not

convinced that the Regional Town is a useful designation in this context.  Amongst

the Regional Towns, there are already significant differences in population size and

growth potential; compare Ballycastle with Ballymena, for example.  We also note

that there are settlements outside the category that are larger and, arguably, have

greater economic significance than some of the towns within it.  We find more

persuasive in this context the categorisation of “main” and “small” towns, as

described in the Discussion Paper of November 1997 2. A settlement matrix
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comprising the two main cities, the main and the small towns provides an

appropriate base, upon which the key elements of the spatial development strategy

can be set out.

Critical mass and settlement clusters

4.15 Turning now to what those key elements should be, we recognise the sound economic

reasoning put forward by the Department, and supported by examples of regional

development in other European countries, that “critical mass” is needed for the

successful development of counter magnets to the “economic pull” of conurbations.

Whilst the Department argued that this critical mass, over the lifetime of the Strategy,

could be achieved only by those towns selected as “major” service centres, we noted a

view held by a number of participants that clusters of settlements and employment

locations, offering a wide range of complementary facilities, could be equally effective

as counter magnets.

4.16 Chapter 7 of the draft Strategy focuses on the economic potential of major investment

in clusters of economic growth on the key transport corridors (SPG 16) and the

regional gateways (SPG 17).  It describes all of the Regional Towns as “the main hubs

for employment” along with Belfast and Derry/Londonderry.  If the Regional Towns

are replaced by settlement clusters, based on the main towns, this looks to us the right

approach.

4.17 The main issue concerning District Councils was the implication of the spatial

development strategy for public sector investment.  We recognise that will continue to

be the case with the final Strategy.  With limited resources available and with so many

towns or clusters of settlements identified in the Strategy, the efficiency of public

sector investment will be diminished if it is to be spread thinly across the region.  As

Strategy 2010 recognises, a balance must be struck between efficiency of investment

and inclusiveness.  However, we do not believe that the Regional Strategic Framework

should fix a balance within a settlement hierarchy that will “strait-jacket” investment

and development for the next 25 years.  Public expenditure priorities and the nature

and sequence of public investment are bound to alter over time as the relative

prosperity of areas changes.

4.18 We note, in SPG 16.1, that the draft Strategy does not seek to fix the distribution of

strategic industrial sites up to 2025 but leaves the development of such sites to shorter

term studies and programmes, which can be adjusted over time to meet emerging

needs.  We recommend a similar approach to the programming of investment within

the spatial development framework of hubs/clusters, corridors and gateways.
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The Strategy should not designate “major” and “key” service centres or

Regional Towns but, within the settlement network of the two main

cities, main and small towns, should secure the necessary concentration

of major employment and housing growth on the basis of hubs or

clusters, key transport corridors and gateways along the lines of the

approach advocated in chapter 7 of the draft Strategy.

Craigavon

4.19 Craigavon Borough Council strongly represented to us the potential of Craigavon as a

centre for major employment and housing growth, with ample provision of land

zoned for development.  They saw the Strategy as an opportunity to enable the

original concept of the new city to be realised.  They suggested therefore that

Craigavon should be given “second city” status with Derry/Londonderry in the

Strategy.  This view was not supported by other interests, and the volume

housebuilders expressed doubt that Craigavon would be an attractive location for the

mobile housing market.  We conclude that:

Craigavon should not be given higher status than it receives in the draft

Strategy, but it clearly has all the attributes in terms of location, “critical

mass” and infrastructure to be identified as a focus of major employment

and housing growth in the final Strategy.

Key transport corridors

4.20 The concept of key transport corridors is widely accepted, and the five corridors

proposed are not contested.  Understandably, however, the towns not located on

them feel disadvantaged for development, and this perception is reinforced by the

depiction of the key corridors on the main maps as three times as wide as the other

“A” roads leading between them!   Additional routes for key status were suggested to

us. These would include:

• the transport corridors linking Bangor, Newtownards, Downpatrick and Carrickfergus

to Belfast;

• the A29 road down the centre of the region from Coleraine through Magherafelt and

Cookstown to Dungannon and Armagh, and the A28 on to Newry;

•  the A3 route from Craigavon through Armagh to Monaghan.

4.21 It is clearly important to those towns not on designated key transport corridors that

they have a high quality of access link to those corridors to facilitate their commerce

and services.  At the same time, we accept the importance of not diluting the concept

of key corridors, and note that the five corridors proposed are justified in terms of

their present traffic flows.   In debate at the public examination, the Department
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expressed itself ready to consider designating a second category of what might be

described as “link roads” to the key transport corridors, which would have priority for

road investment after the key corridors.  The Department submitted a map showing

these “link corridors”.

The Strategy should confirm the 5 designated key transport corridors and

introduce a further category of “link corridors”, as described in

paragraph 4.20, and show them appropriately on the maps in the

strategy.

4.22 Two points about the key transport corridors need clarification.  First, Belfast

International Airport should clearly be on a key transport corridor, but it is not clear

from Diagram 10 that it is.   This ambiguity can readily be removed.

The Northern Corridor should be shown as running not from Belfast but

from Moira past Belfast International Airport to the M2, with a broad

arrow at that point to Belfast, and on to Ballymena, Coleraine and

Derry/Londonderry.

4.23 Secondly, SPG 2 and SPG 16 refer to two major Development Corridors - the Belfast to

Dublin and the North-West Development Corridors - which are differently described

in Diagram 10 showing the five key transport corridors.

We find that the distinction between the two major Development

Corridors and the key transport corridors is not clearly made and

recommend that this be rectified within the Strategy.

Gateways

4.24 The concept and designation of regional gateways was widely welcomed, and their

identification as economic development opportunities in SPG 17 endorsed.  Reference

is made within that SPG to three specific development opportunities - Belfast

Harbour, Belfast International Airport and the Derry/Londonderry gateway lands.

Larne Borough Council suggested that the area of its port at the head of the Eastern

Seaboard Corridor should also be specified in 17.1 for its commercial potential.

Representatives of Belfast City Airport (BCA) suggested that the strategic value of BCA

for business development should additionally be specified.  We consider these to be

fair cases.

Paragraph 17.1 should contain specific references to the potential of the

Port of Larne and of Belfast City Airport as economic development

opportunities.  The latter can appropriately be linked with Belfast

Harbour.
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4.25 We are aware that the future capacity of Northern Ireland’s airports is the subject of a

major separate national study, and we were therefore only concerned at our public

examination with whether the draft Strategy provided an adequate spatial framework

for any foreseeable development of the airports. Belfast International Airport Limited

(BIAL) represented to us that the draft Strategy had wrongly stepped back from the

1997 Discussion Paper by giving even less detail about the role expected of each

gateway.  In their view, BIAL offered a unique and enormous opportunity for

economic development, and they suggested that the final Strategy should designate a

three-tier hierarchy of gateways, with BIAL and Belfast Harbour as Primary Regional

Gateways.

4.26 Representatives of Belfast City Airport, on the other hand, considered that the airports

should be seen as offering complementary opportunities, and a hierarchy would not

be appropriate.  We note that Belfast City Airport and Belfast Harbour both adjoin the

strategic site for employment development in the Harbour Estate.

We are not persuaded that a hierarchy of gateways is a relevant planning

tool in determining the strategic location of economic development

opportunities at the ports and airports.

Notes:

1. The Belfast Travel to Work Area is an area defined by Government for the collection

and presentation of employment and unemployment data. It comprises Ards, Belfast,

Carrickfergus, Castlereagh, Down, Lisburn and Newtownabbey districts, large parts of

Antrim and Larne districts and the area around Dromore in Banbridge district.

2. Shaping Our Future: Towards a strategy for the development of the region. A

discussion paper.  DOE (NI). November 1997.
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Background
5.1 The draft Strategy sets three transport goals:

• the development of a regional strategic transport network (SPG 12);

• the extension of travel choice for all sections of the community by enhancing public

transport (SPG 13); and

• changing the regional travel culture and contributing to healthier life styles (SPG 14).

It also refers to:

• the strengthening of public transport links from rural areas to towns and town centres

(7.1);

• the improvement of transport systems in the Belfast Metropolitan Area (BMA) (10.3);

and

• the upgrading of transport links between the North West and the rest of the region

and cross-border (11.1).

5.2 Strategy 2010 1 identifies the development of the Belfast - Dublin road route as a

priority; supports the strategic transport network in the draft Strategy and, recognising

the importance to Northern Ireland of the west coast ports in Great Britain, advocates

a centralised plan for Strategic Transport Routes on a UK-wide basis.  The forthcoming

Regional Transport Plan (RTP) announced in Moving Forward 2, will demonstrate how

the proposals in the draft Strategy will be prioritised and implemented.  We

understand that the RTP currently being finalised will cover ten years ahead and

contain a programme of schemes and policy measures with appropriate performance

indicators.  Wide consultation will take place on the formulation of that Plan and, so

far as they are relevant to transport, representations made to us are available to its

authors.  For our part, we have taken account of Strategy 2010’s recommendations

regarding Northern Ireland’s infrastructure needs.

5.3 We have also taken note of the current programme of implementation of the interim

range of measures listed in Appendix 10 of the draft Strategy, comprising the

restoration of the Bleach Green - Antrim rail service and the six road schemes

announced in the Chancellor of the Exchequer’s 1998 Initiative.  The Roads Service’s

programme for the period 1999-2004 includes 13 further major improvements on the

trunk road network.
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5.4 Arising from the concerns expressed in the representations we invited participants’

contributions in the public examination under three heads:

•  change in the regional travel culture,

• the appropriateness of the regional strategic transportation network, and

• the enhancement of public transport services.

5.5 While this sequence of subjects differs from that in the draft Strategy we find it

appropriate to comment first on the regional travel culture, as we believe it to be the

overarching consideration. We deal with references to the key transport corridors in

Chapter 4 above and with some sub-regional transport network issues in Chapters 9 to

11 below.

Change in the regional travel culture
Reducing the dependence on car travel

5.6 SPG 14 is consonant with the current national policy to encourage a pattern of land

uses conducive to a decline in the dependence on car travel, particularly at peak

hours.  It also advocates a shift of freight movement from road to rail.  Since the

greatest road congestion occurs in the largest urban centres, it follows that physical or

cost restrictions on the use and parking of cars are necessary in those locations.  We

accept that such a fundamentally new approach is appropriate to Belfast City Centre

and should be considered in connection with growth in the BMA.  However, on

account of the dispersed nature of rural settlement we are not convinced of the

feasibility of applying it uniformly to other towns in the region.   In such places

overly restrictive policies on car access to town centres could stimulate demand for

out-of-centre commercial development in alternative localities.  Save for that

reservation we concur with the reference in paragraph 14.2 of the draft Strategy.

5.7 In the circumstances of Northern Ireland we believe the prospects for a major shift

from car use to public transport are, excepting in Belfast and its immediate

hinterland, limited on account of the region’s dispersed rural population.

Nevertheless, while parking at new development can be restricted, we bear in mind

that much existing town and city centre parking is at existing private premises so that

the effect of restraining public car parking is likely to be limited.  Indeed, such

measures may generate unwelcome differential effects on town centre vitality by

targeting the urban shopper more than the in-town worker.

The Strategy should recognise that the viability of the towns and rural

service centres decrees that a flexible approach be adopted to measures

aimed at reducing car travel in areas outside the BMA.
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5.8 Beyond the current short-term capital expenditure programme the problem of

resources arises, both for the introduction of restraint measures and the improvement

of the public transport system.  Various representations advocated, sensibly in our

view, that investment be made in public transport in advance of the restraint of urban

car use.

The Strategy should advocate the provision of improved public transport

services before the imposition of traffic restraint measures.

The effects of traffic management

5.9 Various respondents raised points regarding access, safety, traffic management and

parking, which we believe, are primarily matters of detailed highway engineering

principally in urban areas.  They are of strategic significance, however, to the extent

that they can affect the mode of inter-urban travel by restricting the availability of

parking in urban destinations.  We acknowledge their importance in influencing

driver behaviour, safety and choice of transport mode in linking urban origins and

destinations and in establishing priorities for the use of road space.  We support the

approach in paragraph 14.2 of the draft Strategy, provided the legitimate needs of

local business access be kept in mind. However, the main function of the Strategy is to

define the appropriate strategic level and mode of communication between principal

settlements.  In our opinion the detailed principles of traffic management and specific

measures to be taken are properly the subject of general advice in the RTP which can

then be further communicated through a Planning Policy Statement and cascaded in

appropriately detailed and site-specific forms into Area Plans.

Detailed measures of traffic restraint or to promote cycling and walking

should be set out in the Regional Transport Plan or in a Planning Policy

Statement or in Area Plans, as appropriate.

Pedestrians and cycling

5.10 The notion of the primacy of the pedestrian in the urban core and the incorporation

of the “Safe routes to school” initiative should in our view be acknowledged by the

Strategy.  We note the cycling interests’ advocacy of a substantial increase in the use

of cycles for shorter journeys and support for a regional network of cycle routes as

indicated by the draft Strategy.

Since in our view this is the most suitable part of the transport system where they can

be tested, we recommend that short-term initiatives and pilot projects for

the benefit of pedestrians and cyclists be explicitly encouraged in the

Strategy.
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The regional strategic transportation network
5.11 Questions regarding the significance of the key transport corridors arose in relation to

the spatial development strategy.  In response to representations from various

localities, we make recommendations in Chapter 4 regarding the revisions of the

identification of key transport corridors and the recognition of a category of “link”

corridors.  We support the reference in paragraph 14.2 of the draft Strategy to the

channelling of major freight movements and lorry feeder routes.

5.12 In the case of freight transport the prospects of modal shift are heavily influenced by

Northern Ireland’s relatively small area and short distances on the one hand and the

limited rail network on the other.  We therefore consider the road system of Northern

Ireland is likely to remain the principal means of freight transport and any urban

restriction on car movement and parking can only be imposed in the context of

continuing to afford adequate road access for freight traffic in the interest of Northern

Ireland’s economic well-being.

5.13 By contrast, some interests pleaded for a reduction in the concentration of investment

in roads on the grounds of the national government policy to reduce private

passenger road transport in favour of public services and to encourage the transfer of

movement of goods from road to rail.  We consider, however, that any lack of funding

for road improvement prejudices the provision of the good road system needed to

support road passenger transport services.

5.14 Railway routes serve only limited areas of Northern Ireland.  Save for the imminent

restoration of passenger services on the Bleach Green-Antrim line and our suggestions

below on the development of the E-Way we could discern no currently supportable

reason to restore further lines or expand the existing railway network.  However, while

we accept that movement by road will continue to be the main goods transport mode

we nevertheless agree with paragraph 13.2 of the draft Strategy that the feasibility of

the transfer of freight to rail be continuously assessed in an all-Ireland context.

5.15 If former rail track beds are not required for restored rail services, and in particular

where through routes have been truncated by post-closure development, we consider

they should be safeguarded with a view to fostering their use as footpaths or

cycleways to be identified in Area Plans. We support the reference in paragraph 13.2

of the draft Strategy to such potential use.

Departmental responsibilities

5.16 We are concerned that, while the responsibility to the Executive Committee in respect

of transport lies with the Department for Regional Development, the Department of

the Environment is responsible for land use planning. We believe it imperative to

identify appropriate linkages between the provisions for transport and those for

development.
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The Strategy should explicitly alert the Department for Regional

Development and the Department of the Environment to the need for

co-ordination in the devising and implementation of land use and

transportation policies and schemes.

The enhancement of public transport services
5.17 Most representations identified perceived immediate transport needs expressed in

terms of the current conventional means of transport as split between the various

modes.  To a large extent we accept that the current programmes are likely to alleviate

the situation so far as concerns road communication between the largest settlements

and better quality access to places served by the rail services.

5.18 While in general we consider that SPG13 and SPG14 hit the right note regarding

public transport needs, we nevertheless take the view that certain particular aspects

merit mention.  We comment in Chapter 10 on the BMA situation and below on the

medium to long term needs.  As a measure of the significance of the change required

in the regional transport culture, we recommend that monitoring be carried out of the

proportion of journeys made by public transport against strategic targets.

The Strategy should set medium term targets for the proportion of

journeys made by public transport in the light of the range of

requirements arising from the region’s distinctive settlement pattern.

Bus services

5.19 As a result of the growth of private transport use and the highly dispersed nature of

the rural settlement pattern in Northern Ireland, there are wide areas where

passengers no longer present themselves in numbers justifying the operation of

conventional buses.  In our view there is a strong case to consider the introduction of

a wider variety of vehicle types and sizes.  Yet there appear to be many organisations

owning a smaller vehicle used in the main for their own purposes.  We believe there is

scope for the integration of such services into the public rural transport pattern and

note the commendable work of the Department in fostering their co-operative more

general use by exploiting the Rural Transport Fund.  Though the work of integration is

currently under way using time-limited government funds it should in our view

continue as it is vital to the implementation of the public transport objectives of the

draft Strategy in rural areas by providing a higher quality of accessibility to services for

residents in remoter localities.

We recommend that the commendable work on linking private minibus

services with the rural public transport system should be further

promoted.
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Railways

5.20 We found the Belfast-Dublin Enterprise service well received and of broadly European

Inter-City standard.  It is intended to intensify it and achieve shorter Belfast-Dublin

journey times.  That accords with the draft Strategy’s concept, which we support, of a

high quality Eastern Seaboard Corridor on the TENS route between Larne and

Rosslare.  The draft Strategy notes as a matter for further study the questions of

building a section of a Belfast-Dublin motorway and parallel rail line from Lisburn via

Banbridge to Newry, shown in Diagram 10.

In rail terms, a diversion of the rail line via Banbridge would shorten the

Belfast-Dublin distance and provide a new commuter rail line.  While we

note the reservations expressed by Craigavon Borough Council, we

support the cautious nature of the reference to it on page 65 of the draft

Strategy.

5.21 Participants advocated the provision of better train services from both Derry/

Londonderry and Coleraine. Notwithstanding that we were informed that journey

times could be reduced by about 20 minutes, even with the restoration of the Bleach

Green - Antrim link it does not appear to us that the Derry/Londonderry service could

become fully competitive in journey time and frequency with Translink’s Goldliner

express bus services.  While a shortening of railway journey times might be achieved

by new rolling stock with a higher power-to-weight ratio, the single track layout with

few passing places militates against substantial further improvement.

Although we found no current evidence to convince us that the

institution of a service of Enterprise standard on this route could be

justified, we recommend that Translink periodically review the prospects

for upgrading the Derry/Londonderry rail service, appropriate to

passenger usage.

5.22 We endorse the general view of participants that suburban railway links have a highly

significant part to play in future travel patterns in the Belfast conurbation.  These

require substantial investment in new rolling stock and, on the Bangor line, track

replacement.  We note that Translink is now tendering for the first tranche of

replacement rolling stock. Having noted the work in progress in the reconstruction of

Bangor station as an interchange node, we support the provision of park-and-ride

facilities at other stations on the suburban lines as well as opportunities for

intermodal transfer to bus services both at those stations and others on the wider

network.  We are surprised to find park-and-ride facilities mentioned in the Strategy

only in connection with inter-modal changes on bus routes.

The Strategy should propose investigation of the provision of park-and-

ride facilities at railway stations.
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5.23 If the Lisburn-Antrim route were retained after restoration of the Bleach Green-Antrim

line, the Department indicated the possibility of a circular Belfast-Antrim-Lisburn-

Belfast service affording access to destinations along the spine of the BMA, from

where housing and employment development could be encouraged. Furthermore, in

the event of Belfast International Airport becoming the centre of a major new

employment node such a line would be easily accessible and give effect to the

aspiration expressed in paragraph 17.1 of the draft Strategy.

Translink should review the longer-term possibility of operating a

circular passenger rail service on the Belfast-Bleach Green-Antrim-

Lisburn-Belfast lines.

5.24 While it is unlikely that after the reopening of the Bleach Green - Antrim link further

former routes offer viable prospects for the restoration or extension of the rail network

we believe it appropriate, however, to adopt a cautionary approach to this matter by

safeguarding former rail track beds wherever the physical possibility of providing a rail

service may be supported by the likelihood of a viable level of traffic and restoration is

not inhibited by the post-closure piecemeal loss of railway land to other development.

We agree with the draft Strategy in advocating that consideration be given to the

safeguarding of former rail routes where they remain intact.

The E-Way

5.25 While this proposal has the laudable objective of providing a segregated public

transport system which would relieve traffic pressure on the Newtownards Road radial

route from Belfast by using the track bed of the former Belfast and County Down

Railway, we believe consideration should be given in the long run to a far more

imaginative approach than the express guided-track bus route currently proposed.

With the opportunities for urban expansion at Comber and at Newtownards we

question on the one hand whether in the medium term the E-way should not be

extended to serve these settlements and on the other whether light rail transit would

not be more appropriate, possibly connecting into the existing suburban rail network.

Given the presence in Belfast of an international firm involved in the supply of light

rail vehicles, albeit that its Belfast interests are concerned with aerospace, it seems to

us that there may exist an opportunity for an imaginative scheme providing a shop

window for local industry.

The Strategy should advocate the extension of the E-Way system to

Comber and Newtownards and its eventual operation as a light rapid

transit route.
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5.26  Contingent on the part which could be played in public passenger transport

provision by the E-Way system referred to below we believe consideration should be

given to whether the existing suburban service should remain a ‘heavy rail’ one or

whether it could be integrated on a light-rail basis with the E-Way service.  While we

are aware that any such scheme using existing rail routes could entail mixing heavy

and light rail on the same track we consider the matter worthy of examination.

We recommend that Translink consider in the long-term the integration

of the E-Way with the suburban railway system.

Rail freight traffic

5.27 Rail freight traffic is minimal and confined to the Dublin - Belfast - Larne axis.   We

note that at various places Translink has converted former freight yards to road

vehicle use and were informed that dimensional problems militated against rail

freight container traffic via Larne Harbour.  While Derry/Londonderry port adjoins

the railway and could be connected for rail freight traffic we heard no evidence of its

likelihood.  Indeed, so far as concerns anywhere else beyond Bleach Green and

Lisburn on the existing and soon to be restored lines to the north west we heard no

evidence of any demand on that route for the types of containerised or single

commodity bulk goods flows which now characterise rail freight transport.

We support the intention in paragraph 13.2 of the draft Strategy that the

feasibility of rail freight movement within the strategic transport

network and in an all-Ireland context be kept under continuous review.

Future public transport services

5.28 We are deeply concerned about the Strategy period beyond the relatively short-term

time-scale for the implementation of the specific current programmes.  We consider

there is an urgent need to explore the nature of public transport beyond the

implementation of the immediate programme and to relate the rate of investment in

such facilities to the growth of constraints on the use of cars in urban areas in the

medium term as that has a strong bearing on the land use provisions of Area Plans in

the period to 2015. In our view consideration of possibly experimental, radical, and

innovative solutions should not be subject to 5 years’ delay while the ongoing

schemes of a conventional nature are implemented. Although we are pleased to note

Translink’s concerns about South Belfast and the Comber route, we gained little

impression either of the spirit of urgency that should mark such deliberations or of

concern for the nature of public transport provision in the latter part of the Strategy

period.
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The Department and Translink should now consider and debate

alternative and radical improvements to the public transport systems in

the long term.

Notes:

1. Strategy 2010: Report by the Northern Ireland Economic Development Strategy

Review Steering Group.  March 1999.

2. Moving Forward- the Northern Ireland Transport Policy Statement. Department of the

Environment (NI), 1998.
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Background
6.1 The draft Strategy devotes a chapter to the Environment. It thus acknowledges the

rising public concern about environmental issues and places conservation at the

centre of its overall approach to sustainability. Submissions had commended this

sense of priority and, in general, wished the Department to strengthen its statements

still further and to confirm a holistic approach to environmental policy-making. The

draft Strategy is seen as a key document in managing environmental change. It is the

only regional level statement which spans across social, economic and environmental

topics, and which has an obligation to integrate these three fields in its evolution of

the planning response.

6.2 Participants drew attention to the many and varied departments, agencies, and

voluntary bodies that work on environmental issues, at different scale levels and often

independently of each other. Wasteful overlaps and gaps occur and should be

rationalised if the ideal of “integrated” environmental management is to be delivered

to ground effectively.  It is suggested that operational cross-linking at regional level

should be mirrored by similar cross-linking of effort at some sub regional level of

scale.  It was pointed out that major scenic areas, such as the  Mournes, can overlap

several District boundaries, but could be contained within a broad sub-regional

definition and, from that vantage point, seen “whole”.  We return to this topic in a

number of places in this report but particularly in Chapter 9 dealing with rural issues.

6.3 The draft Strategy devotes six SPGs to detailed discussion of the range of

environmental issues: SPG 25 deals with conservation of the natural environment,

SPG 26 with the care of heritage sites, SPG 27 with the protection of air and water

quality, SPG 28 with energy and resource matters and SPGs 29 and 30 with issues of

human health and environment. To focus the many detailed views, we sought to start

the discussion of the potential range of the subject matter by asking: “Does the

strategy adequately address the key environmental issues and would it promote

proper stewardship of all of Northern Ireland’s environmental resources (both the

natural and built environment)?”

Gaps in the coverage
6.4 Some significant gaps in the substantive coverage of the chapter were defined:

• the possible effects of global climate change

• environmental business potential

• the need for coastal zone management

In addition, although early mention is made of the intention to promote “a greater

awareness in the wider community of environmental issues” no further development
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of participation structures appears. The related theme of environmental education to

build capacity to participate receives no mention anywhere in the draft.  We discuss

these matters in Chapter 3 and in Appendix 3.

Global climate change

6.5 The draft Strategy failed to note this global issue other than as a passing mention in

relation to greenhouse gases in SPG 28.  Given the 25-year time horizon and the

likelihood of change to the climate in that time, long term contingencies might be

rehearsed.  There are three aspects which between them will impinge on many aspects

of regional life:

• the impact on the ecology if the mean annual temperature changes - this may

undermine a system of protected areas and create the need for new  ones;

• increased frequency of storms and unpredictable weather, which will lead to

infrastructure and  habitat damage; and

• projected sea level rise accompanied by tidal surges will result in more frequent

inundation, posing major economic threats to coastal areas.

We recommend that the possible effects of global climate change be

discussed in chapter 2 of the Strategy as one of the Forces Driving

Change.

Environmental business

6.6 In order to explore the extent to which participants thought that sustainability

principles had been carried through, we asked if the Strategy  “would achieve an

effective integration between the social and economic development... and effective

conservation of the environment”.  It was noted that environmental business offers

potential to help diversify the economy, particularly in rural areas to which we refer

in Chapter 9. It involves direct and indirect uses of the environmental resource to

generate varied employment opportunities.  Although well developed elsewhere,

particularly in USA, neither the draft Strategy nor the Economic Development

Strategy 2010, mentions the topic.

6.7 Participants developed some ideas based on “Agri-environment” projects. These

involve first seeing the landscape as an economic asset, to be nurtured like an

investment which will yield dividends if carefully managed The landscape was

described to us as a “social good” which is accorded value by society for aesthetic or

recreational reasons. Farmers, as stewards of this social good, should be rewarded for

looking after it, under negotiated management agreements. This could apply to

conservation of spreads of farmland, or simply to maintaining access to a field

archaeological monument. Organic farming experimental projects might be timely in
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view of the rising demand for organic produce, but this is presently compromised by

lack of funding for the crucial start up phase.

6.8 Making tools and instruments to measure environmental pollutants and/ or to clean

up damaged habitats, is another source of environmental business (especially in the

cities where there may already be an engineering skill base).  So too is the

development of low energy building techniques and the production of recycled

materials for use in construction. There are jobs to be created in recycling and in

innovative small-scale waste management. Cleverer use of the environmental resource

itself as the basis for knowledge-based tourism and recreation brings local added

value, to those in the business of accommodating visitors or arranging study visits.

6.9 We were informed of a study by the regional development body in SW England 1

which demonstrated that 100,000 jobs in that region were directly or indirectly

related to the environment in one form or other. It was suggested that it would be

important to audit Northern Ireland’s present environment related jobs and assess its

future potential.  We share this view.

A study should be commissioned of the potential contribution of the

environment to the regional economy.

Coastal Zone Management

6.10 The coastal zone is a linear ecosystem comprising: the off shore waters from just

beyond low water, the interface area of the beach and shore line, the strip of land of

varying width behind the shoreline. The sea and the land are inter-connected across

the interface. The varied coastline is one of the region’s greatest tourist and

recreational assets. NI coastal waters contain 50% of the region’s biodiversity.

6.11 Pressures on the coastal zone mentioned to us include: over fishing, over-

development of housing close to the coastal margin, and visitor pressure arising from

changing lifestyle and more use of outdoor recreational opportunities.

6.12 We note the publication in 1998 of a Coastal Zone Management (CZM) Strategy for

the Republic of Ireland. Simple imperatives of geography indicate that a single joined

up CZM strategy for the whole island is a matter of some urgency. CZM has been high

on the EU environmental agenda for some years, and a concerted approach may

attract interest and support.  A CZ Forum for Northern Ireland is needed because of

the impossibility of dealing with the planning problems of such a linear feature other

than at regional level. It could focus the expertise of many interested groups to give

advice to appropriate Departments.

Coastal Zone Management should receive prominence with a section to

itself in SPG 25. The text should propose the early establishment of a CZ

forum to advise on the preparation of a CZM Strategy.
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Balance of coverage
6.13 In relation to the general balance of the coverage, it was noted that the treatment of

the Built Environment was fragmented, and that it appeared in SPG 26 only in

relation to “heritage” buildings and historic sites. Some discussion occurs elsewhere in

the draft, notably within SPG 6, which focuses particularly on housing and includes a

tabulation: “ Local Community Development Guidelines for Urban and Rural Areas”.

Further discussion is in Appendix 3: “Achieving quality built environments”, which

deals with the expected quality of housing development applications. In effect the

field of townscape management does not receive a coherent environmental treatment.

Treatment of the Built Environment is fragmented in the draft Strategy.

We recommend that SPG 25 be entitled Conservation of the Natural

Environment and SPG 26 entitled Conservation of the Built

Environment.  We propose a re-structuring of these SPGs.

Conservation of the natural environment
6.14 SPG 25 should be re-ordered as follows

25.1 Dealing with the enhancement of biodiversity, should include bullet point 4 from

25.2 (about the settings of towns) and bullet point 3 from 25.3 (about protecting

lakes and rivers); thus bringing together the variety of habitats.

25.4 should follow, bringing in discussion of woodland.

25.2 deals with designations and mechanisms for protection (to which we return below).

25.3 which mentions coastal habitats from the point of view of protection only, should

be reconstructed to develop the need for a Coastal Zone Management Strategy - a

larger concept than simple protection and a gap in coverage discerned by

participants.

Designations for conservation

6.15 Written submissions had indicated a great range of different scales of designation for

natural environment conservation. To clarify this further we asked if the mechanisms

proposed in SPG 25 “were adequate for the protection, enhancement and

management of the region’s landscapes and coastal zone”. Designations included in

25.2 are Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs), Green Belts, Countryside

Policy Areas, Country Parks, Regional Parks, Forest Parks and Forest Recreation Areas.

Participants found the range of possibilities confusing, as did the Panel.  While

flexibility is clearly essential to deal with the range of environmental issues and the

range of places in which they are identified, there is a case for some rationalisation of

the suite of mechanisms, to gain greater public understanding and support.  It would

be particularly welcomed if a common set of terminologies could be found which

applied to both the natural and built environment. For example, one participant
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argued for the term Conservation Area to be applicable to rural as well as urban

settings.

6.16 We were told that the AONB designation, currently an important conservation

mechanism, is viewed differently by farmers and local residents than by

environmentalists. The former find the principle to be restrictive, even threatening, to

their livelihood. We are unclear if this perception is due to actual experience going

wrong, or if the style of establishing the AONB is bureaucratic and lacking in effective

participatory input. Given the pleas from environmental participants to accelerate the

designation of incomplete AONBs set against the doubts of, particularly, the farming

interest, some modification of the present procedures may be appropriate. The Rural

Development Council drew our attention to its own on-going work on developing a

methodology based on partnership and negotiation of an agreed management

framework. Such an approach would allow conservation mechanisms to be

customised to fit local perceptions and geographic particularities.

6.17 The issue of National Park designation was raised by participants, and it is mentioned

in the current draft as an aspiration. It was acknowledged that considerable difference

of opinion exists about the appropriateness of such a designation in a region of this

scale. Participants were clear that the concept would need considerable adaptation to

local circumstances. We take the view that the development of a more integrated set

of environmental policies and related streamlining of designations, coupled with a

sub-regional approach to co-ordination, might render the National Park idea

unnecessary.

A study of the range of conservation designations is required with a view

to simplifying the suite presented in SPG 25.  The procedures for

designating AONBs should be reviewed in the interest of broadening

their acceptability.  The study should also consider whether the National

Park designation would still be appropriate within the Northern Ireland

context.

Conservation of the built environment
Consolidation and wider interpretation of coverage

6.18 Treatment of the built environment is fragmented in the draft. Detailed portraits of

the larger towns are provided in the Family of Settlements report.  There are frequent

references to the “character” of the towns and villages and the conservation of

character is seen by participants as being of central importance in any overall

environmental policy. Coherent guidance is required, which sees the built

environment as being about the whole range of settlements from the scattered

farmstead to the city, and including all kinds of buildings from the megalithic

monument to the shops and offices of Belfast centre.  It is argued that “character” of
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place is related as much to the inherited mix and layout of buildings of different ages,

styles and functions, as it is to particular aesthetic merit.

6.19 Current urban conservation efforts are concentrated on places of architectural merit

or heritage interest, like the historic core of Armagh. Participants welcomed this but

wished the planning analysis to extend to identification of the “character” of small

market towns and villages, and indeed to the “villages” within the city of Belfast. SPG

26, which we have suggested retitling as “Conservation of the Built Environment”,

requires some supplementing to take account of these points.  Its present sections deal

first with archaeological sites, then with places of architectural and historic merit.

These sections have the benefit of being backed up by the detailed guidance of PPS 6:

Planning, archaeology and the built heritage.2  SPG 26 then goes on to focus on more

details of planning for places of historic character. It is suggested that this section

(26.3) should be more broadly headed: “Conserve areas and settlements of character”,

and the text altered accordingly.

Planning guidelines

6.20 The guiding principle of the conservation of diversity is of value. Diversity in visual

appearance reflects inherited social and economic diversity. It must be a defining

element in assessing character. Participants argued for inclusion of measures to

enhance biodiversity within the built environment, both for its own sake and for the

contribution it can make to the overall character of the settlement. These elements

might be included in supplementing of section 26.3.

6.21 Local Community Development Guidelines for Urban and Rural Areas are included in

the draft Strategy, at page 49. Their guidance, as written, would be much more

valuable if contained within the Environment chapter and immediately following

SPG 26. There is a case for rewriting these guidelines as a new SPG, to point to how

the principles in SPG 26 could be implemented. There are some suggestions for re-

phrasing and supplementing the subject matter coverage.  It is suggested that the

word “community “be dropped from the title of the guidelines, since they are really

about desirable physical planning actions. The term” community development” has

wider connotations and may confuse if used in this context. An SPG focussed closely

on built environment planning guidance, should strengthen statements about the

following issues:

• Some principles for judging priorities for the protection of valued landscapes which

may come under pressure at the edge of towns and villages  (cross-referenced to

discussions of housing land supply and to the management of the Belfast conurbation

fringe).

• Coherent guidance on the creation and management of green spaces in towns and

cities, to serve multiple purposes.
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• Rehabilitation of older buildings in the interests of sustainability; they are often

underused.

• Commitment to the fostering of vernacular styles of building, whether within

rehabilitation of older building groups or in adaptation to new building styles

(transferring former SPG 26.4 to this new location).

• Commitment to promotion of sustainable construction practice, through high levels

of energy efficiency, use of green materials and reduction of waste production and

water consumption.

The Strategy should set out the principles of the Local Development

Guidelines, targeted specifically on promoting good planning for the

built environment.  A separate Planning Policy Statement should provide

details and guidance on the implementation of these principles.  The

Statement should also include and extend the principles in Appendix 3

“Achieving quality environments”, on planning obligations and concept

statements.

Resources and energy conservation
6.22 SPG 28 deals with resources and energy.  Its title could be extended to reflect that it

also deals with the promotion of effective waste management.  We asked if this SPG

addressed sufficiently “issues and opportunities regarding the prudent use of non-

renewable resources and the efficient use of energy”. We were told that the most

important non-renewable resource of all was the regional environment itself.  It is

under pressure from ill-judged development and ill understood social changes.  Yet it

is the great untapped resource for economic diversification and enhancement of the

quality of life.  The SPG is commended for giving prominence to this theme.

Energy

6.23 The topic of energy was felt to be a major cross cutting theme, which should permeate

the entire Strategy.  Government guidance is needed on the expected balance between

renewable and non-renewable sources.  In the absence of this, participants offered few

amendments to the existing text, beyond noting the importance of promoting energy

efficiency (which we have suggested be taken under built environment matters) and

in reducing vehicle emissions.  It was suggested that more promotional statements

might be made about alternative energy research and development, notably the

development of tidal power, photovoltaic technology, solar energy, waste-to-energy

projects and experiments with biomass sources.  Small-scale energy projects were

noted as being particularly of interest in rural areas.

SPG 28 should state support for investigations of the region’s potential

for exploiting alternative energy technology.
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Other resources

6.24 Other resource matters which should be included more strongly were suggested as:

• The loss of native mixed woodland not least because of the value of woodland as

carbon sinks but because of the threat to biodiversity, pressuring locally endangered

species like the red squirrel.  There is a need for promoting replacement planting since

most of the remaining inheritance is now old.

• The conservation of the diminishing peat reserves is a matter of serious EU level

ecological concern and should be given a higher profile; it is also an issue for scientific

collaboration and consequent planning discussion cross-border.

• We noted concerns in the written representations about the need for clearer policy on

the balancing of mineral resource extraction and environmental protection.  We were

made aware of the Department’s intention to bring forward policy on this issue under

a separate statement.

We recommend strengthening the statements in the Strategy relating to

woodland and peat resources and the inclusion of a commitment to the

early publication of a policy statement on planning and mineral

extraction.

Environment and health
6.25 SPGs 29 and 30 deal with health matters.  We sought to test if these statements were

sufficiently aware of “the linkage between care for the environment and the positive

promotion of good health for all”.  Participants thought that the issue of good health

and environment should be much more positively stated, since it is increasingly a

matter of great public concern.  This arises directly in relation to the effects of air

pollution in respiratory illness or indirectly in relation to the uncertainties about food

safety due to chemical residues and genetic modification of crop varieties.  These

topics raise high level ethical issues relating to exploitation of third world producers,

to the inhumane treatment of animals, and to the irreversible damage to the world

ecosystem.

6.26 The Strategy should take a much stronger stance on the promotion of health through

both clean environment and healthier recreational patterns. It was felt that this could

be achieved by combining SPG 27’s discussion about pollution control, with the

rather similar statements of SPG 29, which also cover physical environmental topics

bearing on health. These should stand together as section 1 of the newly combined

SPG.  Combination of the material is straightforward, especially if one notes that the

present section 27.3 “Raise the quality of coastal waters” would be stronger if taken

forward into the Coastal Zone Management discussion in SPG 25 (see above).
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6.27 The combined text could note more clearly the health linkages of many topics, for

example:

• reduction of air pollution from vehicles (cross linked to transport);

• the phasing out of coal for domestic heating (cross linked to quality built

environment guidelines);

• reduction of water pollution whether from sewage effluent or accidental discharge of

agricultural waste into rivers, not only benefiting human users of the water for

recreation purposes but reducing pressure on aquatic species ( cross link to rural issues

and tourism); and

• remediation of contaminated land (cross-linked to quality built environment).

6.28 SPG 30 focuses on supporting healthy life styles but it is surprisingly restricted in

scope, discussing the provision of facilities for outdoor recreation through urban

design, and of cultural facilities. While admirable as far as it goes, it would seem more

appropriate here to combine this SPG also with a new SPG 29 as section 3, with a

possible heading “promotion of all forms of recreation as basis for good health”. The

bullet points could then cover topics such as, sport, informal recreation (cross

referenced to the section on Tourism and Recreation), enhanced housing conditions

(cross referenced to Built Environment), health education and community based

participation in providing “health for all” in association with the Health Promotion

Agency.

The issue of Environment and Health should be given a higher profile by

combining measures for the improvement of air and water quality with

proposals for the promotion of good health.

Notes:

1. An Environmental Prospectus for South West England: Linking the economy and the

environment.  Published report of a workshop held in 1998, as part of preparations

for the South West of England Regional Development Agency.

2. Planning Policy Statement 6: Planning, Archaeology and the Built Heritage.

Department of the Environment (NI). 1999.
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Housing projections
Background

7.1 In the draft Strategy, judgements about household growth and future housing need in

the region were based on technical data included in the Population and Housing

Technical Report (PHTR).  A key factor was a population forecast by the Government

Actuary’s Department (GAD), which envisaged a diminishing rate of growth, with the

regional population peaking at around 1,725,000 by the year 2020 and reaching

1,714,000 by 2025.   PHTR estimated that some 200,000 new dwellings would be

required by 2025 to house this population. However, the draft Strategy (on page 40)

cautioned about the reliability of such long-term projections and, for planning

purposes, used an interim forecast of 103,500 new dwellings by 2010.  We asked: “Are

the population and household projections for the region sufficiently robust to take

account of changes in economic growth and to provide a base for the spatial

development strategy?”

Population forecast

7.2 Noting a concern in some of the representations that the population projections may

be underestimating changing migration patterns, we asked GAD, through the

Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency, to bring forward the planned 1998

based update of its forecasts, to advise the public examination.  GAD was unable to do

so but, prior to the public examination, it provided a “variant 1996 based population

forecast”, which it expected would be close to the forthcoming 1998 based revision.

This projection was used as the basis for discussion at the public examination. It

assumed a lower net migration outflow of 500 persons per annum, resulting in a

population of 1,763,000 by 2010.

7.3 The Construction Employers’ Federation (CEF) argued that the GAD forecast still

underestimated the potential impact that a political settlement and subsequent

economic growth could have on migration.    CEF anticipated a 4% growth in the

economy up to 2010, which could boost employment by 23% and attract higher

levels of in-migration.  They maintained that the Strategy should anticipate a major

“gear change” in growth and plan for a population of 1.78 – 1.80 million by 2010.

7.4 Whilst we share an optimism for economic prospects in Northern Ireland, as

expressed in Strategy 2010 and by several participants at the public examination, we

take a more conservative view of the rate at which growth may take off.  The local

economy is heavily reliant on public spending, where short-term growth will be

capped, and there are difficulties facing the re-structuring of the industrial and

agricultural sectors.  Also, we note from past trends that faster economic growth in

the UK economy has tended to stimulate out-migration from Northern Ireland.  The

Northern Ireland Economic Council1 commented that growth in GDP is more likely
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to be 2.5% per annum in the short term and a forecast by the Northern Ireland

Economic Research Centre envisaged GDP growth at 2.5% to 3% over the medium

term.  Therefore, we are not persuaded that the Strategy should plan for a higher level

of in-migration than envisaged by GAD.

7.5 We noted a consensus amongst most participants that the up-dated GAD population

projections should be used as the basis for forecasting housing need and we

recommend their use accordingly. The GAD 1998 based forecast has now been

published.  It envisages a steadily increasing population to 1,766,000 in mid-2010 and

to 1,833,000 in mid-2025.   However, we also noted in the representations a criticism

of the use of data from different time series in PHTR.

The up-dated GAD population projections should be used as the basis for

forecasting housing need. In the interests of consistency, we recommend

that the population forecasts should be adjusted to end year figures for

use within the housing forecasts.

Housing need forecasting model

7.6 Consistency of data was not the only criticism of the model for forecasting housing

need.  During the public examination and at the pre-meeting to discuss technical

issues, all of the assumptions used in the model were challenged by participants.  In

response to these challenges, the Department adjusted each assumption before

presenting a revised housing forecast to inform the public examination 2.  This revised

forecast envisaged a need for around 145,000 new dwellings between 1996 and 2010.

Whilst this figure came close to the minimum estimate of need calculated by CEF, the

forecast continued to be questioned by participants in a number of areas.

7.7 Before examining each of these areas in detail, we asked participants whether the

Strategy should set housing targets for urban and rural areas; whether housing

forecasts should be set as ranges; and if 2010 was an appropriate date for looking

ahead.

Targets

7.8 We noted concerns that the use of targets for housing growth would be inflexible in

addressing local needs and could have a restraining effect on the development of

settlements.  The Department explained that the purpose of the targets was to guide

the zoning of land for additional housing within Area Plans, that they were not

intended to be “set in stone” and that they would be subject to regular review and

adjustment.   However, it argued that targets would help to moderate growth in areas

of unwelcome pressure and to provide a strategic approach to development of the

whole region.

7 Housing



Page 55

7.9 We noted from the Area Plan Programme that plans were at different stages in the,

usually 15 year, cycles and, in some Districts, there was sufficient land already zoned

to exceed the proposed targets.  In such instances, the Department explained that the

targets were viewed as the likely level of housing growth that would be achieved by

2010 and there were no plans to adjust the zonings.  The already zoned land would be

expected to last for a longer period than previously envisaged.  The targets would be

subject to flexibility within the proposed “plan, monitor and manage” approach to

the management of the housing land supply.

In view of the way in which they will be used in the preparation and

review of Area Plans, we recommend that the term “housing growth

indicators” should be used in the Strategy rather than “housing targets”.

Ranges

7.10 The view was expressed by a number of participants that the projected housing

growth for settlements should be expressed as a range rather than a fixed target.  This

would provide flexibility within the Strategy to deal with uncertainties in the

forecasting assumptions.  The Department argued that ranges would reduce the

effectiveness of the strategic framework for Area Plan preparation and that the

necessary flexibility would be provided by a review of the housing projections every 5

years.  We support the Department.

The Strategy should contain an explicit commitment to review the

housing projections and to adjust the housing growth indicators at 5-

year intervals.

Time horizon

7.11 In preparing the draft Strategy, the Department used 1996 as a base date and looked

forward to 2025, although, recognising the difficulties in long term forecasting, it set

housing targets or indicators for only 15 years ahead to 2010.  We accept this cautious

approach but consider that the time horizon for housing growth indicators is now too

short. The sole purpose of the housing growth indicators is to guide the preparation of

Area Plans between now and the first review of the Strategy in 2005. The time horizon

should look far enough ahead to inform preparation of those plans.

As Area Plans will continue to have 15 year time horizons, we think that,

to be effective, the Strategy should determine housing growth indicators

for 2015, using 1998 or, if available, 1999 data as the basis for

forecasting.
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Forecasting assumptions

7.12 In view of the uncertainty over the original assumptions and the data in PHTR, we

have approached the Department’s calculation of regional housing need with a degree

of caution.   In the following paragraphs we deal with the main areas of contention

debated before us at the public examination.

The “missing households” and household formation

7.13 Prior to and throughout the public examination, we had pointed out to us

consistently a discrepancy within the data in PHTR, which suggested a shortfall of

between 16,000 and 22,000 in the number of occupied dwellings to accommodate the

estimated households in 1996.  We share the Department’s conclusion in Briefing

Paper 17 that there is a well-established close relationship between households and

occupied dwelling stock and that the apparent discrepancy is due to a statistical

anomaly.  We doubt the inference that there is a “lost tribe” of un-housed households

which is not accounted for within the Non-household element of the population.

7.14 The source of the statistical anomaly appears to lie in the estimation of households

rather than in the base data on the housing stock.  Table 16 in PHTR gives a different

figure for vacant dwellings than that published in the Department’s Housing Statistics

for 1996.  This resulted in an overestimate, by at least 5000, of the number of

households in that year.  The error may be larger if the existence of second homes in

the housing stock is taken into account.  We address this issue further on.

7.15 The likely result of the error is that the forward projections of Mean Household Size

using the 1996 base data, in both PHTR and revised projections by the Department,

have resulted in overestimates of the future number of households.  In view of the

sensitivity of housing need calculations to the smallest changes in Mean Household

Size, we are surprised that the Department has not been more thorough in

investigating the “missing households” issue.

7.16 From our limited research, we have found that Mean Household Size in 1991 and

1996 was probably higher, at 2.92 and 2.85 respectively.  In our study, we used end

year population data for both population and housing and assumed a one-for–one

relationship between households and occupied stock. The results suggest a slowing in

the rate of decline between 1991 and 1996, close to the low trend option described in

paragraph 7.6 of PHTR.  However, we are not persuaded that this marks a move in the

longer term to a more gradual rate of decline, as was envisaged by the Belfast

Metropolitan Residents’ Group.

7.17 As more recent data are now available, we were able to use the same method to

calculate a Mean Household Size for 1998.  We found the figure to have dropped to

2.77, indicating resumption of a faster rate of decline.  The rate of fall over the period

from 1991 to 1998 matched the median trend option used in PHTR.
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In the absence of more rigorous data, we agree with the Department that

this median rate of decline in Mean Household Size should be used for

forecasting, until 2001 Census data are available. We note the close

relationship to the trend experienced in GB in recent decades and expect

this to continue. We support the plea by the Northern Ireland Housing

Executive that the lack of a more accurate method of projecting

households should be addressed as a matter of urgency.  As a working

assumption, we estimate that Mean Household Size could reach 2.44 by

2015.

Vacancy rates

7.18 In PHTR, the Department envisaged that vacancy would stabilise at 4% of the total

housing stock throughout the period from 1996 to 2010.  At the pre-meeting of

participants on technical issues, the Department conceded that vacancy rates had

remained closer to 5% since 1996 and there was general consensus that 5% should be

the accepted rate for forecasting purposes to 2010.  We note from published DOE

Housing Statistics that vacancy fell from 6.2% in 1988 to 4.8% in 1998.

We believe that in more favourable economic conditions, the level of

vacancy is more likely to decline rather than stabilise and we

recommend that the Strategy plan for a vacancy rate of at most 4.5% in

2015.

Second homes

7.19 At the pre-meeting on technical issues, the Department conceded that the projections

in PHTR did not make allowance for the growing trend in second home ownership

and proposed to increase estimates of future total housing stock by a factor of 2% in

compensation.  The Department envisaged the increase to 2010 at about 5,400.  At

the public examination we heard arguments that this factor should be increased

adding around 15,000 extra second homes.

7.20 Whilst we expect the demand for holiday homes, both locally and from further afield,

to rise with a stable political environment and increasing economic prosperity, we

recognise that a proportion of the local market may locate in the Republic of Ireland

or abroad.  Part of the demand is likely to be met through rehabilitation of existing

unoccupied stock.  We expect the scale of increase in new accommodation to be closer

to the Department’s estimate.  However, we consider the application of a 2% factor to

be incorrect. The Housing Executive estimated that the housing stock in 1996

contained some 9,000 - 10,000 second homes.  These are already included in the

statistics of total stock as either occupied or vacant dwellings and would be “double-

counted” if an additional factor were applied.
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We recommend that only the expected increase in second homes be

added to estimates of the occupied stock required to accommodate

households.  We see no reason to predict that the current “hot spots” will

continue to attract their current share of growth.  We deal with the location

of new second home development in Chapter 8.

7.21 Earlier, we noted our concern that the number of households in 1996 could be

overestimated by assuming a one-for-one relationship with occupied stock.  As

information is not readily available on the proportion of occupied stock

taken up by second homes, we recommend that the Department

continues to use the one-for-one relationship between households and

occupied stock in forecasting housing need.

Stock loss

7.22 In addition to accommodating new households and providing for a growth in second

home ownership, the housing need model must also include new dwellings to replace

losses from the stock due to demolitions, abandonment, changes of use and

conversions.   We find the Department’s approach to estimating stock loss

unconvincing.  PHTR recorded that net stock loss had declined to a level of 1200

dwellings per year between 1991 and 1996 and forecast an annual loss of 1100

dwellings up to 2010.  Following the pre-meeting on technical issues, the Department

provided the Panel with a Briefing Paper 3, in which it revised its estimate of loss from

1991 to 1996 to 1750 dwellings per year and dropped its forecast to 1000.  Later,

during the public examination, in response to evidence from the Housing Executive

that future losses due to unfitness could be between 1000 and 2500 per annum, the

Department revised its forecast of net stock loss to 1500.  The reasoning to support

the variations in forecast was not properly explained.

7.23 We accept the contention in PHTR that much of the large-scale redevelopment of

older properties had run its course by 1990 and that the average age of the housing

stock is much younger.  The rate of stock loss is unlikely to return to the high levels of

earlier years.   The Department argued that the drive for more development within

existing urban areas would result in more conversions to new dwellings from

buildings in other uses, thereby moderating overall stock loss.  Other participants

anticipated that this policy would mean more demolition of larger houses to be

replaced by new higher density developments.  With increased economic activity,

there could also be more conversions from the housing stock to business uses.  We

heard an alternative view that stock loss should continue at recent levels of 1700 units

per annum.

Until more robust and reliable information is available, we recommend

that, for forecasting purposes, the Strategy should assume a continuation

of recent levels of net stock loss at 1700 units per annum up to 2005,

falling to a rate of 1500 units thereafter.
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Reviewing the regional housing need

7.24 In view of our concerns about the reliability of the housing assumptions and the fact

that up-dated base data are now available, we recommend that the Department

should review its forecast of regional housing need using 1998 or 1999 base data and

revisit those projections against the 2001 Census data.    For the purposes of our

Report, we have re-run the housing need model using revised assumptions.

We estimate that about 160,000 more dwellings will be required between

the end of 1998 and 2015 to meet the regional housing need.  This

equates to an average building rate of around 9400 per annum. We note

that the total regional housing stock increased by 18,500 between 1996 and 1998.

The consequences of over or under-estimation

7.25 We think that the total stock in 2015 could rise to about 759,000.  Bearing in mind

the uncertainties over the base data, we have addressed the consequences of getting

the numbers wrong.  At the public examination we asked: “What would be the

consequences of underestimating or overestimating household growth?”

7.26 The main purpose of forecasting housing growth within the draft Strategy is to give

guidance on the amount of land for housing development to be provided within Area

Plans.  Underestimating housing need could result in a shortfall of zoned housing

land, whereas overestimating could result in over-zoning.

7.27 We heard arguments that underestimating the necessary supply of housing land leads

to house price inflation; makes land purchase for social housing more expensive;

limits new household formation; restricts labour force mobility; and increases

commuting by steering demand to cheaper housing in more remote locations.  Other

participants, whilst not advocating that the Strategy should underestimate housing

need, maintained that the housing market was changing and would adapt to

limitations on the zoning of greenfield land by seeking higher density living

environments within existing settlements.  Few of the arguments presented to us were

supported with research or statistical data and we are inclined to agree with an

academic viewpoint that the consequences of underestimating or overestimating

household growth are not easily predicted.

7.28 However, we note with interest that the Department does not consider it a threat to

the objectives of the Strategy that over-zoning already exists in some regional towns.

The 1998 Report on Housing Land Availability indicated a supply of housing land in a

number of these towns, well in excess of the targets allocated to them in the draft

Strategy.  The Department has made it clear in Briefing Paper 13 that it regards action

to redress this imbalance as unnecessary until Area Plans come forward for review.
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We have no reason to believe that limited over-zoning in other

settlements, including the Belfast Metropolitan Area, would significantly

threaten the objectives of the Strategy.

7.29 That said, we are content that our estimate of housing need is of the right order.  We

have noted the Department’s suggestion in Briefing Paper 18 that we might cross

check the reasonableness of housing need forecasts by comparing the projected total

stock per 1000 population in Northern Ireland against the equivalent measure for GB

at similar levels of Mean Household Size.  In 1994, when GB Mean Household Size

reached 2.44, there were 417 houses per 1000 population.  Our forecast of the

Northern Ireland total stock in 2015 at the same Mean Household Size gives a ratio

per 1000 population of 422.  We also take comfort that the Department gave an

undertaking to regular monitoring and review of the projections and the supply of

land for house building 4.

The management of housing growth
Background

7.30 In seeking to achieve a balance of housing growth across the region, the draft Strategy

uses the projections to indicate appropriate housing targets for the main urban

centres and their rural hinterlands to 2010.  The purpose of these targets is to guide

the preparation of Area Plans.  The stated intent of the draft Strategy is to move away

from the practice of over zoning housing land supply in Area Plans.

7.31 Within the regional housing distribution, the draft Strategy also seeks to promote a

more sustainable form of development by maintaining compact urban forms and

promoting more housing within existing urban areas.  To achieve this objective, it

proposes to maintain an appropriate balance between residential development within

existing urban areas and the release of new housing land on greenfield sites.   The

draft Strategy sets targets for the share of new housing to be located within existing

urban areas.  It also proposes a new mechanism by which the housing land supply

will be regularly monitored and augmented as necessary by periodic releases from a

long-term reserve of development land.  We asked: “Would the strategic mechanisms

of plan, monitor and manage (Appendix 6) and the setting of targets for housing

growth in settlement groups, regional towns and rural communities (Appendix 4)

provide an adequate framework for managing the housing land supply within Area

Plans?”

Plan, monitor and manage: a new approach

7.32 There was strong support in the representations from the house builders and some

District Councils for continuation of the current policy of providing an over-zoning

factor of about 25% in the land supply for housing in Area Plans.  The house builders
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regarded this mechanism as guaranteeing a steady long-term supply of development

land, with few adverse consequences for the urban environment.

7.33 The objectives of the Plan, Monitor and Manage approach to assist regeneration and

to seek more sustainable patterns of development found widespread support among

participants, including the CEF and house builders.  However, there were different

interpretations of what should constitute an appropriate release of  greenfield sites to

achieve the required balance and whether the new mechanism to monitor and

manage the housing land supply could be made to work.  We discuss this issue of the

appropriate balance later in the Report.  In the following paragraphs we examine

whether Plan, Monitor and Manage can be delivered.

7.34 We heard criticism from participants that the Planning Service is not sufficiently

resourced to keep up to date its Area Plan Programme.   With a backlog of Area Plan

revisions already, it was doubted that the Service could successfully undertake the

regular monitoring and 5 yearly reviews of the housing land supply.  Even when the

regular reviews had been carried out, developers questioned whether additional sites

could be released quickly enough to maintain an adequate supply of building land.

The “whitelands” experiment in the Belfast Urban Area Plan had taken 6 years to

deliver the necessary land release, it was claimed.

7.35 Developers were also concerned about details of the mechanism and wanted

Appendix 6 deleted from the draft Strategy and debated separately outside the public

examination.  There was the question of what conditions would trigger further land

releases as a result of the 5 yearly reviews.  The Department agreed that the finer

details had still to be worked out and that this could be achieved in a Planning Policy

Statement, which would be subject to further consultation.

7.36 We consider that Plan, Monitor and Manage is fundamental to the Strategy and it was

entirely appropriate to debate it at the public examination.  We note that, a year on

from publication of the draft Strategy, there is still much to be done in the

development of proper monitoring mechanisms and an adequate land use database.

We regret that the Department was unable to produce urban capacity studies to

inform the public examination.  We recognise the current resource difficulties facing

the Planning Service but are not persuaded that the Plan, Monitor and Manage

mechanism should be removed from the Strategy.

The Strategy should give priority to improving monitoring systems,

propose the early development of a Planning Policy Statement, setting

out how Plan, Monitor and Manage will work and give a commitment to

improving the capability of the Planning Service.   We will return to this

issue in Chapter 12.
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The distribution of housing growth
Background

7.37 The draft Strategy regarded new housing as a key driver to deliver the spatial

development strategy.  It envisaged a balanced distribution of future housing growth

between the 3 settlement groups and across the network of regional towns rather than

concentration in the urban areas and just a few growth centres.  The preferred

housing distribution was designed to ensure that sufficient new housing would be

provided in the Belfast Metropolitan Area to allow the city to maintain its population

at 600,000, whilst averting the problems of over-dominance, large-scale sprawl and

congestion.  Each of the regional towns would receive an appropriate level of new

housing to meet local needs, to accommodate mobile demand, particularly in the

Belfast city region, and to help stem the dispersal of townspeople into the

countryside.  The allocation of housing growth to individual settlements was

determined by a broad evaluation framework, as described on page 15 of the Family of

Settlements Report.  The distribution of housing growth in the rural area reflected the

current distribution of the rural population.

7.38 In their representations, many of the District Councils, including Belfast, Derry and

most of those with towns designated as major growth centres, seemed content with

the proposed housing distribution.  However, a significant number of Councils,

including Craigavon, were concerned that the targets were too low and would

constrain the development of their towns.   Some pointed out high building rates

since 1996 that had already achieved more than half of their allocation to 2010.  The

main issue for the developers was an under-provision of housing growth in the BMA

districts and Ards, which they considered would constrain economic growth and

exacerbate the problems of long distance commuting.  They dubbed the draft Strategy

“anti-BMA” and argued that it was imbalanced against the population in the east of

the Province.

7.39 We posed the questions: “(1) would the setting of targets for housing growth in the

three settlement groups and in the regional towns and their rural communities

ensure that a reasonable balance is maintained within the family of settlements;

and (2) if additional housing provision beyond the strategy’s housing targets were

justified, how should this be distributed across the region?”

Revised housing allocations

7.40 During the public examination, the Department revised the housing distribution in

the light of the increased population projections.  The housing allocations to the BMA

and to other districts were increased by 40%, seeking to maintain the same balance

within the Family of Settlements.  The Department further increased the allocation to

Ards District by some 1500 houses to accommodate anticipated overspill from the

BMA.  An allowance was made also for second home development in selected districts.
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The Department pointed out that the revised allocation should allow, for most

districts, a continuation of the building rates experienced between 1991 and 1996.

7.41 Whilst some District Councils remained unhappy with individual allocations, we

noted two main issues about the housing distribution, which were of strategic

concern to participants.  First, there was a concern that housing allocation should be

more closely related to economic and employment potential, particularly in and

around the BMA, and that the labour market within the Belfast employment

catchment should not be constrained by limitations on housing choice.  Second,

several participants were uneasy that the Department had substantially increased the

housing allocations without explanation of how they compared against the

evaluation of growth potential and the capacity assessments for individual

settlements.  They sought a transparent linkage of the revised housing distribution to

the principles of sustainable development.

Housing and economic growth

7.42 We have touched upon this issue already in our consideration of the spatial

development strategy.  We hold strongly that, within the principles of sustainable

development, the strategic housing policies should be designed to help maximise the

region’s potential for economic growth.  Sufficient housing must be provided for the

labour force, not only to support Belfast as the strong economic heart of the region,

but also to assist growth in the Belfast-Dublin Development Corridor and in the main

hubs for employment across the region.  However, we are not persuaded that the

market will always require or that it is fundamental to sustainable development to

match precisely the locations of housing and employment.

7.43 We heard arguments from the house-builders that the proposed “balanced”

distribution, in allocating only 29% of additional housing to the BMA, would hinder

economic growth, not only in Belfast but in the region as a whole.  Belfast would still

continue to attract 40 - 50% of new employment in Northern Ireland, with a resulting

increase in longer distance commuting.  If economic growth potential is not to be

lost, the house-builders suggested that the BMA should have an allocation of housing

growth in proportion to its share of the regional population.  They forecast that over

60,000 new houses would be needed by 2010 to accommodate the required amount of

growth in the BMA.

7.44 In our consideration of economic growth and housing dynamics in the east of the

region, we find the concept of the BMA limited as a planning tool.  Participants found

the BMA boundary restrictive in describing housing market issues.  The house-builders

envisaged that a large proportion of the housing growth, which they were forecasting

for the BMA, would have to be located in expanded villages, in new settlements and

on greenfield sites beyond its boundary.  The public examination quickly adopted the

concept of the BMAP or BMA plan area, including the rural parts of those six districts,

which are found in the BMA.   We find even the BMAP area restrictive when it comes
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to comparing employment and housing markets. As we discuss in Chapter 4, we find

the Belfast Travel to Work Area (TTWA) a useful sub-regional concept.

7.45 We note that the Belfast TTWA extends some distance from the urban boundary,

encompassing a number of sizeable towns. Journey to work flows are complex and

living side by side with one’s workplace tends to be the exception rather than the rule.

There is already a significant amount of commuting to the BMA from homes in the

wider city region and sometimes beyond.  Whilst the draft Strategy aims to promote a

more sustainable spread of jobs and homes and to encourage less reliance on the car,

it is likely that workplace will remain only one of a number of factors influencing the

choice of home.  We noted the opinions of the Department and a number of

participants that settlements in districts such as Ards, Antrim and Down, on the edge

of the TTWA, would continue to attract overspill from Belfast.  Therefore, we suggest

here a housing growth indicator for the TTWA and discuss guidelines for its

distribution to local areas in Chapter 10.

As we recommend in paragraph 4.8, the Strategy should aim for a

broadly even balance of growth between the Belfast Travel to Work Area

and the rest of Northern Ireland, and this should be reflected in the

regional housing distribution.   We expect new second home

development to be found predominantly outside the Belfast TTWA and

recommend that some 78,000 additional dwellings should be allocated to

the Belfast Travel to Work Area and 82,000 to the rest of the region in the

period up to 2015.

Method of distribution of housing growth

7.46 We noted unease amongst participants about the transparency of the briefing material

produced by the Department to justify the housing allocation figures for the Regional

Towns.  The Family of Settlements Report set out a comprehensive evaluation

framework which informed judgements on growth potential and the capacity for

further development but it was not clear how the constraints and opportunities

identified for each settlement translated into housing allocations.  We suspect that

this process was less than an exact science.

7.47 Therefore, apart from information on housing land availability, there is little

information to guide our deliberations on how future housing growth might be

distributed to districts outside the Belfast TTWA.  Earlier in our report, we

recommended that the Strategy should distribute growth to District Council areas or

to Area Plan units, leaving allocations to individual settlements and rural areas to be

informed by the local planning process.  The lack of statistical analysis on the growth

potential and capacity of settlements reinforces our view.  That said, we noted that,

with only a few exceptions, the Department’s revised housing distribution 5 to District

Council areas outside the BMA was acceptable to participants.  Our estimate of 82,000

additional dwellings by 2015 outside the Belfast TTWA is approximately 10% higher
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than the allocation to a broadly similar combination of Districts over the period 1996

to 2010, as calculated from the Department’s revised distribution.

We conclude that the Department should apply the evaluation

framework of the Family of Settlements Report to guide the allocation of

housing growth to District Councils outside the Belfast TTWA.  We

recommend that the precise distribution of that growth between towns

and their hinterlands should be determined by Area Plans.  When the

review of the Strategy is carried out in 5 years time, the database of

settlement growth potential and urban capacity should be sufficiently

developed to allow a more finely grained housing distribution.  We return

to the distribution of housing within the Belfast TTWA in Chapter 10.

New settlements

7.48 The draft Strategy, in SPG 8, proposed to resist the large-scale expansion of villages

and small rural settlements and the development of entirely new settlements in order

to support and reinforce the regional towns.  A number of representations from

house-builders suggested that the future housing needs of the BMA could be met by

the establishment of new self-contained villages within the Green Belt.  We asked:

“would the development of entirely new settlements be consistent with a

sustainable pattern of development across the region?”

7.49 We agree with the view advanced by some participants that new settlements can be

sustainable.  They should be of sufficient size to support the choice of services

demanded by a self-contained integrated community, sited on a primary public

transport route and be sufficiently remote to stand alone from existing settlements

and to allow longer term consolidation.  However, we noted that there are a large

number of existing settlements close to areas of high demand with spare capacity in

terms of infrastructure and services and scope for further limited expansion.  We

support the criteria for expansion of these settlements set out in Appendix 5.  We

noted a supportive view taken by many District Councils towards reinforcing their

main towns and promoting the controlled expansion of smaller towns and villages, as

opposed to the creation of entirely new villages.  Best use must be made of

infrastructure investment already in place.  One Council commented: “There is no

justification for new settlements over the brow of the hill when there is ample

potential already just down the road.”

We recommend that the Strategy reaffirms the approach taken in SPG 8

and Appendix 5 to reinforcing main towns and expanding existing

smaller settlements.  The Strategy should not rule out entirely the

concept of new settlements, should household growth accelerate beyond

expected levels in the longer term, but further expansion of existing

towns and villages should be considered first.
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Drive for housing within urban areas
Background

7.50 The draft Strategy, in SPG 6, proposes that, until 2010, 55% of the housing share for

the BMA should be located within the existing urban area.  For the Regional Towns a

target of 40% is proposed.  We are surprised that the Department had not considered

targets for other towns in the 5000-10,000 population range, which are larger than

some of the listed Regional Towns.  In the representations there was support for more

sustainable urban forms but we noted also concerns about town cramming and the

preservation of urban open space and questions whether the targets are achievable.

We asked are these targets realistic and “does the strategy propose a sufficiently

robust approach to urban residential development to ensure that future Area Plans

reduce the demand for greenfield land.”

National policy

7.51 In support of SPG 6, the Department emphasised that the targets were part of a

national policy to promote urban renaissance and that studies had shown that a

target of 55% had been achieved already in some cities in GB.  We treat with caution

such references to the policy, which is still being developed for English regions by the

Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions.  What is being proposed

in the draft Strategy is somewhat different from what has become known as the

“brownfield” housing drive in England and we find comparison of targets unhelpful.

The targets within SPG 6 relate to housing development on both previously developed

and undeveloped land within an “urban footprint”.  Definitions of the urban

footprint were not available to the public examination and this created uncertainty

for the Panel, at least, whether zoned greenfield sites will score against the target.

We found widespread support from participants for the principles of

urban renaissance but we recommend that these be given expression in

the Strategy in guidelines, which are tailored to the specific

circumstances of Northern Ireland.

Realistic targets

7.52 During the public examination we heard much by way of anecdotal evidence

supporting both lower and higher targets. The Department was unable to substantiate

the targets by reference to urban capacity studies, both for the BMA and the Regional

Towns. Whilst we noted a recent surge in higher density apartment development

within Belfast, we heard of threats to the character of some residential areas from

town cramming.  We noted conflicting statistics from the Department about the

potential for further housing growth within the BMA.
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7.53 Similarly there was little factual evidence on which to gauge the realism of the target

for the Regional Towns.  In our journeys around the region, we were impressed by the

renewal that has taken place already within the main towns.  There are few significant

“brownfield” sites available and we expect that, outside the BMA, the scope for

additional housing within existing urban areas will be more limited.

7.54 There was a cogent argument that the percentage targets should be reduced or

dropped altogether, in view of the significant increase in total housing growth and

the uncertainties over capacity.  The Department argued that the targets should be

viewed as aspirational and should be retained in the strategy to give a lead to the

urban renaissance drive until urban capacity studies become available.  Appendix 6

implies that the targets will be critical tools in managing the supply of housing land,

through the Area Plan reviews.  However, it is not clear to us how the targets will be

used in the period before Area Plans will be reviewed.  We note the admission by the

Department that the targets may be difficult to achieve in those regional towns where

there is already an ample supply of greenfield sites.  The Department agreed there

would have to be sensible adjustments to the targets in Area Plans to meet local

conditions.

The policy guidelines to promote more housing within existing urban

areas require further work.  We recognise the value that the Department

attaches to an aspirational target but could support this approach only if

the target applied to the region as a whole.  We agree with the view of

some participants that 40% could be an appropriate overall target for the

region.  We recommend that targets be set for individual settlements

through the Area Plan process, advised by urban capacity studies.

Pro-active measures

7.55 We agree with suggestions by a number of participants that the Department should

take more pro-active measures to ensure that sites are made available within urban

areas and to encourage housing development of an appropriate scale and type.

Amongst the measures suggested to us were:

• Regular studies of urban capacity to identify potential sites for housing within existing

urban areas.

• Publication of an Urban Land Use Database to advise developers of potential sites.

• The release of suitable sites from public ownership.

• Greater use of vesting powers to assemble sites.

• Financial assistance to clean up dereliction or to provide infrastructure to make sites

more attractive.

7 Housing



Page 68

• More flexible standards on car parking, site density, etc.

• Imposition of a minimum density standard for urban housing.

• Removal of VAT on rehabilitation of existing buildings.

• Removal of de-rating for vacant properties.

7.56 Due to the time lag in the review of the Area Plan Programme, we accept it will take

some years before targets can be put in place for every settlement, to assist

management of the housing land supply.

To help deliver urban renaissance immediately, we recommend that a

comprehensive package of measures be developed to bring forward

urban housing land.  The Department should consult within

Government and more widely on the feasibility of appropriate measures,

as soon as possible. We return to the action needed on the ground in Chapter 12

on Implementation.

Sequential test

7.57 An additional measure which was suggested by some representations to help maintain

a balance between development on greenfield sites and within urban areas was the

concept of a sequential test for housing applications.  The concept had been raised by

DETR in the consultation draft of the revision of its PPG 3 1. We invited participants

to debate the appropriateness of a sequential test for housing.

7.58 We found that participants raised many of the problems that had been raised by

commentators on draft PPG 3 with regard to the sequential testing of individual

planning applications.

We agree with the Department’s view that sequential phasing of land

through the application of the Plan, Monitor and Manage mechanism

should be a more efficient control mechanism than the application of a

sequential test to individual planning applications.  However, where a

planning application for housing development on a greenfield site

involves a substantial departure from the development plan and is

subject to the special procedure for major planning applications, it

should be subject to a sequential test.  We recommend that the

Department should develop guidance on how such a mechanism should

be applied.
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Housing choice and balanced communities
7.59 The draft Strategy, in SPG 5, sought to create more balanced communities by

achieving a mix of housing tenures and house types.  It proposed three broad

measures: to promote home ownership and affordable housing generally; to provide

social housing, including requiring an appropriate provision in larger developments;

and to provide for specialised housing needs.  In the representations, some argued

that the proposals did not go far enough, whilst others expressed concern about the

references to social housing. We asked “does the strategy provide an adequate

framework to guide the provision in Area Plans for a mix of housing tenures and

house types, which could help to create more balanced communities?”

The concept of balanced communities

7.60 The notion of a balanced community is an elusive one but is seen by many

participants as desirable, within the wider objective of developing community

cohesion.  We noted the potential for confusion between community segregation and

socio-economic aspects in considering the proposals of the draft Strategy to improve

housing choice.  Also, we recognise that the creation of more balanced communities

concerns more than just housing policy.  Shared workplaces, open space and service

facilities are equally important.  We agree with the view that a balanced community

cannot be achieved in a mandatory way but we consider it should be more precisely

defined and encouraged.

The Strategy should define the concept of a balanced community.

Mixed housing and the role of private development

7.61 In relation to housing, we believe “balance” implies an essentially non-sectarian

socio-economic mix, which would reflect a sense of confidence and security.   We see

private estate development as a means by which the first time buyer can choose to

live in such an environment; the problem is the extent to which other types of

household have such a choice.  We accept that, with regard to the sectarian divide,

some households will prefer not to live in a mixed community, at least in the near

future.  Nevertheless, even if not intentionally so on the part of its providers, we

believe that the new private housing market is a potentially important bridging factor

in a divided society.

Housing type and tenure

7.62 The Department informed us that it would shortly be publishing guidance on mixed

type and tenure within a draft Planning Policy Statement on Quality in Housing.  We

were assured that, to some extent, a mixture of dwelling sizes can be achieved in

contemporary schemes and presents no problem on larger sites, though we believe

that, for the avoidance of doubt, the Policy Statement should define the minimum
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size of development where a mixture should be sought.  So far as concerns private

housing, we believe the matter is one of market choice, provided that new housing

does not consist of large areas of uniform or only slightly-variant house types.  Area

Plans appear to us to be the correct vehicle for identifying localities suitable for mixed

development.  In the larger urban areas, the aim should be to create urban “villages”;

i.e. environments having recognisable self-contained identities with which their

residents would associate.

7.63 The achievement of a mixture of tenures is more problematic and can affect freehold

values.  In that connection, we see a future in a greater measure of equity sharing, co-

ownership and self build to provide a proportion of starter homes.  Some private

house builders regard the provision of social housing in new developments as

contentious but nevertheless attest the success of housing association building and co-

ownership schemes.

The Planning Policy Statement, which we recommend in paragraph 6.21,

should include advice on the appropriateness of a mixture of tenures in

housing developments and on the minimum size of schemes where a

mixture of house types should be sought.

Land supply for social housing

7.64 During debate on the housing land supply, it was suggested to us that a mechanism

recently proposed in the Republic of Ireland could help ensure a steady provision of

sites for social housing.  This proposal, which is the subject of on-going debate, would

require private developers of larger sites to make available a specified proportion of

those sites for social housing.  SPG 5 already requires an appropriate provision for

social housing in large developments and the Department reported that it had no

plans to introduce a more specific measure.  The Housing Executive had few problems

in finding adequate sites and the Planning Service had allowed Housing Associations

to build in the Green Belt where there had been problems finding suitable sites in

some smaller settlements.

We are not persuaded that the broad provisions of SPG 5 should be

amended to reserve a proportion of new greenfield housing sites for

social housing.

Housing density

7.65 The private housing market in Northern Ireland is characterised by a much higher

proportion of detached and semi-detached dwellings than in Great Britain, leading to

a proportionately higher land take for any given number of households

accommodated.  We heard a strong case for increasing housing density.  This has

repercussions on the demand for housing land and is clearly significant in the larger

urban areas.  However, the volume house builders express reservations about higher
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densities.  Such densities call for more innovative housing layouts and niche

marketing to households for whom possibly untried modes of living may become

attractive.  We believe research is needed into the scope for higher density residential

environments.

The Strategy should promote research into the scope for higher density

residential development in urban areas in order to advise the housing

drive, which we recommend in paragraph 12.14.

Affordable housing

7.66 A problem of the provision of affordable housing was raised by some participants.  On

the evidence before us, we do not find this is a matter which has become so acute in

Northern Ireland as to justify mandatory measures to ensure that a specific proportion

of new homes be provided within the limits of local incomes for indigenous residents.

In other regions, mainly in rural areas, this is largely a matter of a rising price housing

market being led by incomers.  We welcome the proposals in the draft Strategy to

prevent an increase in longer distance commuting and to monitor the outflow of

people from towns creating problems for local rural communities.

The need to provide affordable housing in rural areas should be regularly

assessed, with a view to remedial action at the local level.

Notes:

1. Tabled by the Belfast Metropolitan Residents’ Group.

2. Briefing Paper 10, issued before the public examination, forecast a need for 120,000

new dwellings. The Department revised this figure during the public examination to

145,000 (Briefing Paper 20).

3. Briefing Paper 16.

4. See note of Pre-Meeting on Housing published on 8 October 1999.

5. Briefing Paper 20.

6. Planning Policy Guidance Note 3: Housing. A public consultation draft.  DETR. March

1999.
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Retail development
Background

8.1 In the draft Strategy the question of retailing permeates various references to the

Regional Towns and rural service centres (SPGs 7 and 8).  It specifically recognises the

role of Belfast as the primary retail location in the region by controlling the number,

scale and nature of out-of-centre shopping developments (SPG 10); shopping is

included in the agenda for development of Belfast Metropolitan Area, Derry/

Londonderry (SPG 11), Craigavon and the Regional Towns.  The vitality of their

centres is to be supported by recognising them as the first choice for major new retail

development (SPG 7); no new regional centre in addition to the existing development

at Sprucefield is considered necessary (SPG 15 and Appendix 7).  These policies reflect

the rapidly changing nature of major retail formats and locations.  The synergy

between retailing, leisure activity, and tourism is accepted and the idea of Tourism

Destination Retail Outlets introduced (SPG 24).

8.2 Current planning advice is in Planning Policy Statement 5 (PPS 5) 1.  Strategy 2010

recommends that there be no further out-of-town shopping developments for 5 years

and comments both on the effect of such development and delays in the planning

system relating to applications for permission for it.  Strategy 2010 also recommends

the introduction of a more favourable rating regime for small town centre retail

businesses.

8.3 In response to the representations received we asked whether the draft Strategy is

“consistent with the Department’s policy statement on retailing and town centres”.

We were also concerned to establish whether it would lead to “sustaining and

enhancing the vitality of city and town centres to assist the maintenance of an

efficient, competitive, and innovative retail sector”.

The consistency of the draft Strategy with PPS 5.

8.4 The explanatory text to SPG 10 in the draft Strategy introduces the concept of the

precautionary approach to out-of-centre major retail development.  This was

questioned in representations to us as it changes the existing presumption in favour

of development in PPS 5.  We believe that the possible impact of out-of-centre retail

development in relation to competing conventional town centres has become such

that a precautionary approach should now be taken to a defined scale of

development.  Its application should, however, take account of any possibly uneven

balance between competition and innovation on the one hand and the protection of

the character of town centres as a whole on the other.   Participants argued that the

draft Strategy appeared to apply the precautionary approach only to Belfast City

centre.  We consider it should apply to all of the main towns in order to prevent the

erosion of their character.
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A precautionary approach to a defined scale of out-of-centre retail

development for all towns should be incorporated in PPS 5.

8.5 It would also in our view be appropriate to prescribe a threshold floorspace for local

out-of-centre retail development, which should be tested in terms of its impact on

existing centres in addition to such conventional planning criteria of sustainability as

environmental considerations and accessibility to public transport.  In those contexts

we consider that tests similar to those applied in English and Scottish practice,

together with social considerations, all of which are required to be met

simultaneously, well befit the Northern Ireland situation and should be appended to

any revision of PPS 5.  They would provide scope for a reasoned consideration of

whether applications for planning permission can promote innovative and

competitive retailing formats without unacceptable damage to the vitality and

viability of all town centres in the region.

Appropriate tests for new regional shopping centres and major retail

development outside town centres should be incorporated in PPS 5.

Tourism Destination Retail Outlets

8.6 The draft Strategy introduces the concept of Tourism Destination Retail Outlets.  It

suggests that these facilities should not be subject to the constraints of normal retail

policies.  It proposes that only two should be located in Northern Ireland; one within

the catchment of Belfast and the other in the Derry/Londonderry catchment area.

One outlet has been approved already at Gilford Mill and we heard calls from some

participants that no further schemes in the Belfast catchment should be approved

during the lifetime of the Strategy.

8.7 Such outlets are a comparatively recent innovation in the pattern of shopping in

Great Britain, enabling manufacturers to dispose of obsolescent stock under their own

brand names rather than through secondary markets. They tend to be footloose in

their locations, attracting clientele from a wide area, and tend to include recreational

non-retailing activities, hence their association with tourism.   Participants from the

two main cities argued strongly that the proposal in SPG 24 would divert money away

from the reviving city centre shopping facilities, which are the commercial hearts of

entire sub-regions.

We consider the status afforded to Tourism Destination Retail Outlets in

relation to planning control is unjustified.  They are a competitive

element in the retailing scene and in our view should be subject to the

same considerations as other proposed major retail establishments.  We

therefore find no reason to recognise them as a special case in any

revision of PPS 5. We recommend that references to Tourism Destination

Retail Outlets be deleted from the Strategy.
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Sustaining and enhancing town centres

8.8 It was argued that, to counter any possibility of adverse impacts from out-of-town

retailing, the role of Belfast city centre be emphasised, to the point of setting a target

for the provision of additional retail space in the city centre by 2010.  However,

bearing in mind the current buoyant state of shopping in the City centre, its

continuing resurgence following the return of peaceable conditions, and the fact that

it is no longer the most appropriate location for the sale of certain types of goods, we

see no need for such a requirement.

8.9 It was claimed that a study in Great Britain showed seven out of nine conventional

town centres investigated were unaffected by out-of-centre development. This was

challenged on the ground of the effect on smaller rural centres such as are found in

the West Rural Region of Northern Ireland.  We consider this is a matter calling for the

regular monitoring of the amount and distribution by trade of existing retail

floorspace in all urban areas to detect the influence of newer retail formats.

Occupied and vacant retail floorspace in all urban centres should be

regularly monitored.

8.10 By reason of their relative sustainability and their impact on travel trends and existing

centres we consider a distinction should be drawn in the Strategy between edge-of-

centre and out-of-centre retailing as components in the urban scene.  In this

connection we bear in mind that edge-of-centre outlets can occupy larger sites that do

not exist and would be inappropriate in the conventional centre yet offer comparable

ease of sustainable means of access.

The Strategy should distinguish between out-of-centre and edge-of-centre

retail locations.

8.11 Parallel with Strategy 2010, it was suggested that, without indicating any maximum

size, consideration be given to a review of the rating of small retail establishments.  In

our view the rating of retail premises is but one factor amongst others contributing to

business viability but it is in any case a fiscal matter which lies outside our purview.

8.12 In sum, we believe the policies for retail development, amended as between the draft

Strategy and PPS 5 as we recommend, would provide in conjunction with the

transport policies a sustainable, competitive, and accessible distribution of shopping

facilities in urban locations.

Sprucefield

8.13 The Sprucefield regional centre is at a node served by the M1 and other main roads.  It

is the only regional shopping centre developed in Northern Ireland and its status was

not questioned by participants. We concur with those participants, who, by reason of
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the relatively small population of Northern Ireland, cautioned against its direct

comparison with the small number of very large regional centres in Great Britain.  We

find no reason to prescribe detailed considerations for the expansion of the centre,

including setting a maximum floor space for its ultimate development, in the Strategy

as we consider those are matters for day-to-day development control.

8.14 Participants asked us to consider specifically identifying Sprucefield in SPG 15 but we

do not believe it to be a hub in the functional all-encompassing sense of the guidance.

As the regional centre develops it is likely to attract retail establishments, which may

individually trade in a variety of goods.  In the interest of maintaining a competitive

retail system we find no case to restrict the types of trade.

8.15 While we support the reference to Planning Obligations in Appendix 3, we consider

the reference in Appendix 7 to “public benefits in connection with further

development” at Sprucefield is misleading. The provision of a Knockmore-Sprucefield

link road may not pass the requisite Article 40 tests of relationship to a particular

development proposal.  Although a substitute text was suggested by the Department,

we consider that could convey a legally insupportable assumption of compulsion and

we prefer the alternative text suggested on behalf of Marks and Spencer.   Appendix 7

does not define a ‘major’ planning application and we believe it unlikely that the

further development of Sprucefield would be encompassed in a single planning

application.

For the avoidance of doubt, at the end of Appendix 7 “major planning

application” should be replaced with “planning application”. We also

recommend that “there is scope to accommodate…including the

Knockmore-Sprucefield link” be deleted and there be inserted “Major

development at Sprucefield would require the provision of significant

new infrastructure.  In those circumstances, such development will be

required to either provide the infrastructure or make a financial

contribution appropriate under the guidance in PPS 3, to be of a scale

and nature directly related to the proposed development”.

Tourism and recreation
Background

8.16 The draft Strategy considers tourism matters within chapter 7 “Supporting Economic

Development”, perceiving this theme to be an important component of regional

economic development. The section is entitled “Supporting the Growth of Tourism”.

The draft declares its intention to achieve this by providing a spatial framework to

support the activity of the Northern Ireland Tourist Board (NITB) and to take a

sustainable approach to tourist development, conserving the basic resource of the

region’s environment.  The section contains more detailed discussion under four SPGs
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21 to 24. As well as answering this question, participants made some general points

about the coverage of the subject matter.

8.17  Participants made some general points about the coverage of the subject matter in

the draft and suggested that the Strategy should:

• use its long time horizon to take a correspondingly long term view of how this

industry is likely to develop as regional society changes;

• take a wider angle of view now, and incorporate recreation within the discussion of

tourism, recognising that what planners will have to deal with is visitors spending

leisure time, regardless of whether they are local or visitors from further afield;

• integrate techniques of visitor management into arrangements for environmental

management, recognising that the environment is the attraction and quality

environmental management is fundamental.

This approach seems to us to be timely and necessary. However, it implies the need for

a separate strategy for tourism development, incorporating recreation, which draws

upon a correspondingly wide range of expertise.

A separate strategy should be prepared for tourism development,

incorporating recreation, on a cross-departmental and cross-agency basis,

building on the principles of sustainable development.  The Regional

Strategic Framework should provide the spatial framework needed to

accommodate the demands of tourism and changing leisure habits,

while conserving the key assets of the natural and built environment.

Sustainable tourism

8.18 To test the general conceptual basis of the proposals we asked, first, a wide-ranging

question: “Does the Strategy provide a coherent set of guidelines for the promotion of

sustainable tourism?”  In direct response to our question, some participants felt that

there had not been a clear statement in the draft Strategy of what the principles of

sustainable development might mean when applied to Tourism, with or without

inclusion of informal recreation. It was suggested that a sustainable approach to

tourist development would:

• found its development projects carefully within the culture and  environment of the

region;

• recognise that visitors are increasingly attracted to a place which has a definable and

genuine local character;

• recognise the potential of  “knowledge based” tourism and recreation, for which both

the environment and local cultural events are key attractions;
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• diversify the visitor opportunities to extend the season to spread the benefit to the

local economies throughout the year; and

• strive to retain local income in local hands, through promoting locally owned

facilities and accommodation.

The Strategy should develop a sustainable approach to planning for

tourism and recreation.  The approach to enhancement and development

of the region’s tourism infrastructure in SPG 21 should be framed against

this sustainable approach.

Range of attractions

8.19 SPG 22 is presently a somewhat random listing of facilities and attractions. We had

questioned the comprehensiveness of the draft by asking, “Does the strategy

adequately define (SPG 22) the potential of the natural landscape, the build

heritage and regional waterways for tourism development?”  Participants felt that

the list could be almost endlessly extended by the addition of everyone’s favourite

place or event. This suggests that some reordering into broad kinds of attraction is

necessary.  SPG 22 might then focus on a discussion of the range of actual

“attractions” across the region and the relevant conservation and promotional

planning provisions required to manage these.

8.20 The sections of revised SPG 22 could consider, successively

• Outdoor visitor attractions, sub -divided into

1. land based - taking in the great range of scenic areas like the Mournes, the

Antrim Glens and the entire length of the coastline; planning questions of access

and capacity would be appropriate to mention;

2. water based- including the possibilities noted in the SPG and reinforced by a

participant, of recovering and extending the network of canals and inland

waterways focussing on Lough Neagh, and linking to the Shannon.

• Cultural and historic attractions, with their obvious link into knowledge based

tourism and the significance of the historic towns.

• Traditional attractions in the older resort towns. The draft Strategy refers to the need

to revitalise the traditional resort towns but there are no specific proposals.

Participants from these areas urged a more vigorous approach to capitalise on existing

infrastructure and attractive townscapes.

8.21 SPG 22 might also suggest some guiding principles for planning decision making

about tourism related projects. For example, to be judged sustainable, a project must
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demonstrate gain to the local area in terms of full time jobs, local value added,

diversity and enhancement of environmental quality.

SPG 22 should focus first on identifying the planning implications of a

policy for sustainable tourism, including an appreciation of the potential

future range of visitor types with their corresponding demands on the

environment and infrastructure. It should then set out broad groupings

of kinds of visitor destination and the likely pressures which increased

visitor numbers will bring to these.  It should also outline how visitor

management can be incorporated into local plans for the conservation of

the natural and built environment.

Collaboration with adjacent regions

8.22 Collaboration with adjacent regions in planning matters is a guiding principle of the

draft Strategy.  We have suggested that such collaboration would be fruitful in the

fields of tourism and energy.  NITB described to us its valued co-operation in

marketing with An Bord Failte. However, the draft Strategy does not refer to the

potential for collaboration with the regional tourist boards in Galloway, Ayrshire and

Argyll.  Potential fields of mutual benefit are many, but the idea of a circuit of the

world famous golf courses on both sides of the channel is an obvious one. Other

examples are links around the ancient kingdom of Dalriada, and links between the

systems of long distance walkways.

The Strategy should propose exploration of ways of increasing tourist

development collaboration with the Republic of Ireland and Scotland,

perhaps through discussion by the British-Irish Council.

Second homes

8.23 Considerable concern had been expressed about the impact of second home

development prior to the public examination and we sought to focus debate by asking

“Does the Strategy provide adequate guidelines to balance the development of

tourist accommodation and second homes with the need to protect the character of

small coastal settlements?”   Participants from the north coast, the Sperrins and

Fermanagh presented well argued cases for planning intervention to protect

“character” which the draft Strategy had identified in several places as being an

important component of the overall attraction of the region.  The visual quality of

second home developments in the form of apartment blocks or modern estates can

adversely affect the local scene, which it dominates by its extent. Also, over-

development puts seasonal strain on the sewage infrastructure leading to coastal

pollution incidents, thus further damaging the tourist base. The lack of affordable

housing for local residents was another of the problems identified by participants.

Studies were quoted from the Republic of Ireland, and direct experience was presented
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which showed that the social, economic and environmental impacts of large

development of second homes are all adverse.

8.24 Planning response to this issue is inhibited by the fact that it is not within the powers

of Government to prevent people buying as many homes as they can afford.

Planning applications will simply be for residential use, and can only be considered

on that basis. There is no provision for weighting the decision according to whether

the house will be lived in all year round, even if this could be known in advance.

Only fiscal penalties could be deployed and this is not in the remit of any planning

authority.

8.25 While we can find no justification in principle for a moratorium on new second

homes, we consider the capacity of a locality to absorb this type of development is a

matter for attention in Area Plans. As some participants suggested, sensitive planning

does have the scope to mitigate the worst aspects, if it is recognised that the problem

is largely one of scale. A larger town could absorb a scale of development, which

would overwhelm small places like Cushendall or Portballintrae, for example.  Some

participants had suggested the use of  “capacity studies” in relation to visitor

management in scenic areas, and we find merit in devising a method for village

capacity and design studies.  These could set some bench marks for:

• critical numerical size of development (new houses up to a given tolerable proportion

of older property across the village);

• structural scale of the proposed building relative to surroundings;

• building design relative to the overall village character.

Application of the benchmarks, settlement by settlement, coupled with strong

encouragement toward the rehabilitation of older property, could offer some chance

of containing the problem within reasonable bounds. One participant pointed out

that local groups do not object to development as such, indeed some areas could

benefit, but they fear being swamped.

Area Plans should identify settlements and areas under pressure from

second home development.  We recommend the development of a set of

criteria by which the capacity of a village to absorb new development

can be assessed in consultation with local people. These could be

included in the PPS recommended in Chapter 6 on Quality in the Built

Environment.
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The idea of Destination Resorts

8.26 SPG 23 presented this idea for discussion, as a means of attracting private investment

into the development of tourism infrastructure in certain areas of the region.

Submissions had shown that the idea caused some confusion among respondents, few

feeling at all clear about its relevance to the region and most expressing disquiet over

the implied leading role of the private sector.  We asked participants to discuss the

question “Would the Destination Resort concept be consistent with a sustainable

approach to the development of opportunities for tourism throughout Northern

Ireland?”

8.27 At the public examination, participants continued to demonstrate great wariness

about this idea, which did not appear to feature in the current thinking of the Tourist

Board.  It is not strictly a planning guideline, more a suggestion for levering in

finance, at a later stage when an overall tourism strategy had been put in place. Given

the prior need to establish such a strategy, this SPG seems inappropriate in the present

context.

We recommend that SPG 23 on Destination Resorts be deleted.

City based tourism

8.28 SPG 24 focuses on the promotion of city tourism in Belfast and Derry. We asked if the

draft Strategy “sufficiently recognised the potential for city tourism”. Participants

agreed that it showed little appreciation of what city tourism is or might become in

these cities. In terms of planning provision, if SPG 22 is reconstructed as suggested

above, to define the complete range of landscape and townscape possibilities across

the region, then it should be unnecessary in this SPG to add other and different

“attractions” to the townscape of the two cities.

8.29 It is in the field of cultural activities and conference business that the cities, by virtue

of their size, range of services and links to higher education, have additional

potential. Participants pointed to the growing conference trade, bringing business and

professional people to the cities from all over the world, and calling into being a range

of supporting services such as restaurants, cinemas, theatres and conference venues,

all of which have continuing usefulness to local people throughout the year. These

become part of the overall townscape, to be cared for under conservation of the built

environment.

The Strategy should recognise the potential of the cities for cultural and

conference based tourism.

Notes:

1. Planning Policy Statement 5: Retailing in Town Centres.  Department of the

Environment (NI).  June 1996.
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Background

9.1 There was a general welcome for the draft Strategy from rural interests and an

appreciation of the commitment shown to improve the quality of life in rural areas.

Comments focussed on ways of strengthening the proposals and on enhancing the

effectiveness of policy implementation. Some participants detected a sense of “ city

viewpoint looking outwards”, noting that references to the rural area were scattered in

the text and that this diminished the potential impact of the set of proposals.

9.2 The first appearance of the rural theme is in a section of chapter 5 entitled “The Rural

Community”, which focuses on planning issues arising from development pressures

on the countryside, especially within the Belfast Travel to Work Area (TTWA).  Later

there is a major section of the same chapter, entitled Rural Northern Ireland. Here the

flagship statement occurs that the main aim is to create a “strong and vibrant rural

community”.  Three rural SPGs (7,8, and 9) discuss successively building up the

network of towns as service centres, some planning measures to underpin these, and

proposals to sustain a living and working countryside.  Treatment of the rural

economy is detached and is found in SPG 18 in chapter 7, where it is part of an

overall body of proposals about the regional economy in general.

Threats to rural society

9.3 We heard from participants that traditional rural society is under threat from two

sources: the economic crisis in agriculture, which is undermining the livelihoods of

most rural people, directly or indirectly; and the urbanisation of society in general,

altering expectations and presenting new opportunities as well as new problems.

Against this, we were told that the strong sense of local identity “the sense of place”

remains and is the basis for a close network of community development projects that

focus local loyalties and energy.  The trend to larger scale enterprises such as in

retailing and towards rationalisation of services like banking into fewer larger units in

the bigger towns is seen as a threat to the valued small town “main streets” on which

the farming population has traditionally depended for basic services.

Fragmented Government response

9.4 Within the rural area there is a plethora of agencies and departments which each deal

with a segment of what local people perceive as a single complex problem. There is a

need for integration of the varied streams of policy and a co-ordination of

implementation. The need is pressing, given the acceleration of economic decline.

Participants thus wished to see the Strategy play an integrative role. However the

extent and complexity of the rural development problem, as presented to us in both

written and spoken submissions, suggests that the Strategy alone would be unable to

span the necessary breadth of analysis and policy formulation. A higher level and

more far reaching appraisal is needed which spans across all the Departments,

agencies and professions which presently deal with the social, economic and

environmental aspects of the rural scene.
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Government should prepare a White Paper on Rural Planning and

Development in Northern Ireland, similar in scope to the strategy

published for Scotland in 1998 and in preparation for England.

9.5 Associated with this higher level study, the role of the Strategy will be to map out the

planning implications of the main issues likely to be considered. To this end, it seems

to us important that rural matters should be drawn together into a single freestanding

chapter, and we have recommended this already in paragraph 4.4.  In the

introduction to this new chapter, note should be taken of social and economic

difference between the rural parts of the Belfast TTWA and the rest of rural Northern

Ireland.  The Belfast TTWA is increasingly inhabited by people in urban occupations;

the development pressures here call for very different planning responses from those

appropriate elsewhere.

Sustainable development in rural areas

9.6 We asked, “ does the strategy clearly set out how sustainable development will be

achieved in rural areas?” to investigate further the doubts expressed on this matter in

the written submissions. Concern had centred on the overall lack of clarity in the

draft as a whole, on how the objective of sustainability was to be turned into practical

action through plan implementation. We have proposed some clarification in

paragraph 3.12.  Participants’ responses pointed more precisely to the application of

these sustainability themes in the rural context.  Among the issues identified were:

• the need to achieve better co-ordination of the activities of the many agencies and

groups involved in the development of rural Northern Ireland;

• the paramount importance of diversifying and revitalising the rural economy;

• the need for positive planning measures to promote development which maximised

use of the environmental resource base, while minimising damage; and

• the need to build upon the well developed base of community level activity and

involve rural people constructively in planning for their area.

The need for integrated rural policy making and co-
ordinated action

9.7 This is a matter of particular concern in the rural area, because of the complex web of

vertically organised agencies and voluntary organisations working on different parts

of what is perceived locally to be the single rural development problem.  Rural

Community Network and other participants suggested some version of District

groupings such as that exemplified by West Rural Region, to make geographic sub-

regions of significant size. The Districts form useful building blocks for any sub-

regional groupings, because of their statutory nature, of the data that they routinely

collect in the running of their service functions and of their direct accountability to
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the electorate.  It was felt that policy integration would be facilitated by cross-linking

officer and/or elected members in substantive discussions at this sub-regional level.

9.8 The sub-regions would be big enough to command attention, yet sufficiently localised

to adjust their discussions to the particular geography of the territory they covered. In

effect such integrative groupings would be well placed to “gear down” broad regional

principles to sub-regional practicalities in a cost-effective way, since co-ordinated

implementation could be delivered efficiently. Many Districts reported practical

experience of forming what West Rural Region called “ coalitions of interest”, in

association with neighbours across the border, under the umbrella of EU funding.

The existence of a sub-regional level of policy discussion would also offer a stable

reference platform to inter-connect the great variety of community-based projects and

activities, which exist within, and overlapping the component Districts.

The new chapter on rural issues should note the experience of inter-

agency and inter-District collaborative working in the rural area, and

commend its further development as a basis for integrated rural policy

formulation.

Promotion of diversity - the urgent case of the rural
economy

9.9 Written submissions had painted a dark picture of the future of the rural economy

and advocated urgent action to arrest the drift to catastrophic decline. This concern

was sharply focussed in the public discussion of our second question. We asked if the

draft Strategy had “defined sufficiently clearly, what the future components of the

rural economy should be” and whether it provided “adequate proposals for

promoting a strong and diversified rural economy”.  Discussion focussed sharply on

the practicalities of pursuing economic diversity, in the knowledge that diversification

of the economy was interlocked with questions of social and environmental diversity.

Such is the crucial role of the local economy in the survival of rural society that we

recommend that it be given priority in the Strategy text.

9.10 The extensive discussion of the rural economy produced a number of points, which

participants felt to be useful in promoting diversification.  These pivoted upon the

need to create sufficient variety in the economy to give resilience in face of changing

circumstances. This means variety in employment types, scale of enterprise, range of

product and range of skills. Prospective developments should therefore:

• build upon the local resource ( the land and the people);

• ensure maximum local value added, avoiding  leakage of money from the local

economy; and

• concentrate on fostering indigenous business especially at the smaller scale.

9 Rural Northern Ireland



Page 84

9.11 The social basis for promoting such development long term requires continuous

technological innovation, similarly continuous management innovation and

coherent generic skills education, which will allow each person to move between job

types and seize the best opportunities as they occur.

9.12 Some fields of opportunity were suggested by participants for further study:

• internally diversified agriculture, “using land in new ways”, pursuing market

specialisation;

• small scale high tech manufacturing;

• farm based or community based environmental business;

• appropriate tourism based on the environmental and cultural riches of the rural area;

• new elements of service related business; such as new community transport

initiatives;

•  development of community education network; and

• developments in tele-working.

SPG 18, which deals with the rural economy, should be brought to the

front of the set of rural SPGs to signal its importance.  It should be re-

structured to discuss the direct planning implications of promoting rural

economic diversity.

9.13 The Strategy should facilitate the provision of business premises, extended or new, by

having ready:

• a range of possible sites;

• design templates for energy efficient buildings;

• a fast track procedure for processing sustainable development applications.

The current planning guidance contained within “A Planning Strategy for Rural

Northern Ireland”1 has been overtaken both by external events and by the publication

of the draft Strategy. A new look at planning guidance is required.
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The Department should review urgently the need for a PPS on Rural

Development and include within it clear guidance for advancing the

provision of all projects that can demonstrate gain to the objective of

diversifying the rural economy.

9.14 As a catalyst for the new rural economy, it is suggested that the Strategy might

propose the establishment of a Research and Development Centre for Sustainable

Technology, somewhere in the rural counties.  This could be a flagship project,

demonstrating the importance to the region as a whole of advanced knowledge in

sustainable technology, and showing commitment to the rural area. The Centre would

particularly benefit the rural economy, by both stimulating practical applications of

alternative technology to the gain of the environment, and building capacity locally

through practical demonstration projects eg in small scale energy projects or recycling

of farm waste. A model for such a centre could be Tweed Horizons, in Newtown St

Boswells in the Scottish borders. 2

Government should give serious consideration to the establishment of a

Centre for Sustainable Technology in the rural area.

Positive planning measures in rural service centres

9.15 SPG 7 deals with the support and development of Regional Towns and notes their

potential sub-regional role.  SPG 8 focuses on local rural centres which, from the text,

are small towns and villages. We asked a direct question only about SPG 8, seeking

comment on whether the guidelines therein “would help to sustain a living and

working countryside”.  However discussion ranged widely across the whole range of

settlements from large towns to scattered farmsteads. All participants expressed the

view that the settlement pattern is a functionally inter-connected whole.  It was felt to

be unsound to separate out some elements of the fabric and then talk about re-uniting

them in “partnerships between rural and urban” (SPG 7).

9.16 We suggest that the material in SPGs 7 and 8 would profit from amalgamation of the

two into a new SPG 7 with two sub sections. Its overall title might focus on the need

to support the network of service centres.  New section 7.1 should then focus on the

main towns and incorporate most of present 7.1, minus bullet point 2 (the false

partnerships) and bullet point 7 (about transport, better taken elsewhere). Bullet point

6, which is about locating retail and other services in the town centres, should be

strengthened and cross-referenced to the guidelines on the Built Environment referred

to earlier in paragraphs 6.20 to 6.21.  Bullet point 1, proposing strategic alliances of

towns, in pursuit of critical mass for economic development, was well received by

participants, who found that it reflected the trend towards collaborative working

among Districts noted above.
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9.17 The present SPG 8 caused some confusion among participants as it contains stated

intentions to “constrain the growth of small towns and villages which have been

growing too fast” ... and... “to resist large scale expansion of villages and the

development of entirely new settlements”. These provisions appear as blanket

proposals, yet only make sense in the context of the Belfast TTWA. Either these bullet

points should be deleted from the rural chapter or it should be made clear that these

proposals refer only to the Belfast TTWA, where as already noted, the development

pressures and planning responses must be different from the rest of the rural area.

This material will fall within the suggested section 7.2 of the revised SPG 7. It might

be appropriate to add some reference to small centres and villages forming similar

alliances to exploit their complementary facilities, as proposed for the main towns

above.

SPGs 7 and 8 should be amalgamated into a single SPG dealing with the

network of service centres as a whole and the potential for settlements to

cluster in support of economic activity. We suggest some detailed

changes.

Problems of access and disadvantage

9.18 We asked for participants’ views on whether “the spatial development strategy and

its transport system would improve the accessibility of the rural community to

support services” or if an alternative dispersed pattern would be better. The rural area

suffers comparative disadvantage. Most of the region’s disadvantaged areas, other

than those in inner city Belfast and Derry/Londonderry, are in the rural area beyond

the Belfast TTWA. The scattered nature of the population makes access to services

particularly difficult for support of the elderly and vulnerable. For those lacking a car,

initial social exclusion can lead to social isolation and neglect.

9.19 Participants discussed the draft Strategy’s concept of  “spatial equity” in the context of

this question and took the broad view that it should not be interpreted simply as

preserving present relationships between the service-rich Belfast and the Rest, since

this would perpetuate the existing perceived imbalance.  However neither the draft

nor the participants were able to point to a clear way out of the basic dilemma.  The

thinly scattered geography of the population precludes viable development of

standard forms of public transport. The trend towards fewer and larger operating units

in all services from shops to acute hospitals pulls the services further away from the

scattered farm population, emphasising yet again the dependence on the car.

Although there was no easy answer, participants argued for some additional resource

commitments (not least hard thinking) and/or policy re-balancing to improve the

“access deficit”.
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The problem of reconciling access to services with the dispersed nature of

the rural population should receive priority attention in the White Paper

which we recommend to address wider rural issues.

Supporting community participation

9.20 We were impressed by the extent and vigour of grass roots community activity, and by

the commitment shown by all participants to promoting creative change in the rural

area without losing the best of its traditions and character. This is a uniquely fruitful

field for public involvement since so many people have “learned by doing” already

and have the capability to contribute ideas and practical common sense, to the

formulation of any sub-regional or local rural development strategy. We have

proposed a model of participation in Appendix 3 which capitalises on the strong

foundation of local community groups and links them to the Area Plan process. The

sub-regional associations of Districts, already working constructively in the rural area,

represent another important platform for involvement in strategic levels of policy

making. The idea of rural development strategies being devised and implemented

through “social partnerships” of this kind has been articulated in the Strategy for

Rural Scotland 1998 3 and is echoed in the published submission made to us by Rural

Community Network: Planning with the Rural Voice4. The sense of negativity

(planners “stop things happening”) could be replaced if a more pro-active approach

such as this was adopted throughout the rural area.

Need for a coherent planning statement on rural social
issues

9.21 The Strategy should re-write SPG 9 specifically to set out the social issues most

important to rural people and should recognise the opportunities offered by the

existence of the rich experience of grass roots development activity presented to us.

Although SPG 9, as presently structured, purports to “sustain a living and working

countryside”, its expression of intentions loses momentum in a re-iteration of

landscape and built environment provisions, which would be more appropriate

elsewhere.  The planning implications of rural social issues do not receive coherent

treatment in this SPG or elsewhere in the draft Strategy.

The Strategy should set out the main social issues facing rural areas

beyond the Belfast Travel to Work Area and the possible response to

these.  It should seek to develop the existing potential for effective

community participation in planning for the rural area.
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Notes:

1. A Planning Strategy for Rural Northern Ireland.  Town and Country Planning Service,

DOE (NI).   HMSO. 1993.

2. The Tweed Horizons project began in 1993 in the former St Columba’s College in

Newton St Boswells and is being taken forward by Scottish Borders Enterprise to

provide accommodation for businesses and seminars related to sustainable

development.  Over 500 metres of office and laboratory space had been provided and

12 separate companies had been attracted to the project by 1995.  The companies

attracted to the Tweed Horizon Banner are all associated with various forms of

sustainable development, frequently involving the use of advanced technology.

Rural Scotland: People, Prosperity and Partnership. The Scottish Office. Cm 3041.  December,

1995.

3. Towards a Development Strategy for Rural Scotland: The Framework.  The Scottish

Office.  August, 1998.

4. Planning with the Rural Voice: A response to the Department of the Environment’s

“Shaping Our Future Discussion Document”.  The Rural Community Network (NI).

April 1998.
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Background
10.1 The draft Strategy seeks to support the prosperity of the Belfast as the regional city by

enhancing the role of the City of Belfast, developing the Belfast Metropolitan Area

(BMA) and improving transport there (SPG 10).  SPG 15 defines the BMA as a main

hub for employment and community services and SPG 24 seeks to enhance the

potential for city tourism in Belfast.  The draft Strategy envisages that around 30% of

housing growth up to 2010 would be found in the BMA, some 55% of which would

be developed within the existing urban area.  If additional housing land is needed to

serve future demand in the conurbation, SPG 4 suggests that the ring of main towns

closest to the BMA will act as counter magnets to attract overspill. Also, Appendix 5

sets criteria for the development of small towns within the Belfast Green Belt to

accommodate further housing growth and the exceptional major expansion of a

village or small rural settlement.  A number of participants argued that these

proposals would not cater adequately for the expected level of growth in the BMA and

would hinder its development as the economic powerhouse for the region.

10.2 The Belfast Urban Area Plan (BUAP) 1, which defines a Green Belt about the city, has

its end date at 2001. The Department informed us that some development lands still

remain between the limits of the existing built up area and the inner edge of the

Green Belt and that a significant number of additional housing sites around Lisburn

and Carrickfergus are under consideration in the draft Plans for those Districts. The

Area Plans for other districts immediately neighbouring the BUA are in various states

of preparation and adoption. At the time of the public examination there were

numerous undetermined planning applications for large-scale housing development

on unallocated sites variously in, adjoining, and beyond the BUAP area.

10.3 A Belfast Metropolitan Area Plan (BMAP) 2 is to be prepared, covering the conurbation

and its surrounding rural areas. Its likely date of adoption is 2005/6. Some participants

were concerned that the BUAP was inadequate to deal with current development

pressures and urged that its review should be brought forward. In our considerations,

we have distinguished the BMAP area separately from the area which we regard as the

natural hinterland of Belfast within its Travel to Work Area (TTWA).  As we discuss in

Chapter 4, the dynamics of employment and housing growth in the conurbation

must be considered within the wider context of the Belfast TTWA.

10.4 We invited participants to comment on whether the draft Strategy adequately

recognised the constraints on growth in the BMA, the improvements needed in its

transport system, and whether it put forward the most sustainable pattern of

development to meet the needs of future growth.
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Constraints on development in the Belfast
Metropolitan Area
The city setting

10.5 The setting of the City of Belfast within the BMA resembles a trough bounded

markedly to the north west by the Belfast Hills and more subtly to the south east by

the Castlereagh and Holywood Hills.  The Lagan valley enters from the south west

with a large tract of land south west of the city forming the Lagan Valley Regional

Park.  The trough runs out alongside both sides of Belfast Lough to the east and north

east.  Most participants agreed that these environmental features strongly constrain

the directions of further development of the built-up area.

The Green Belt

10.6 As an enveloping feature we support the maintenance of a Green Belt in accordance

with the objectives, strategy, and policies identified in the BUAP.  In our view it

should be so drawn not only landwards but also as to include recognition of the

unique importance to the character of the BMA of those shorelines of Belfast Lough

which remain undeveloped.  We note the concerns of some participants about a

“broad brush” approach to designation of the Green Belt and agree with the draft

Strategy that its precise extent should be determined by the BMAP and other Area

Plans, against its objectives as already stated.

We recommend the Green Belt should be so defined by Area Plans as to

prescribe a relatively permanent limit to urban development in order

clearly to prevent urban sprawl by distinguishing the coherent built-up

area from the surrounding open countryside, in particular the hillsides

which define the city, by preventing the coalescence of settlements, and

by protecting the undeveloped shores of Belfast Lough.

Metropolitan open land

10.7 We also consider, however, that a strategy for the BMA should not simply depend on a

single sharp boundary line distinguishing an ultimately built-up area from the

countryside.  It must also take into account the green element within the

metropolitan townscape.  Some participants sought a more effective approach to the

protection and enhancement of these green areas. Paragraph 10.2 of the draft Strategy

refers to a multiplicity of types of open space.  We consider it should indicate and

protect those types which are of strategic significance to the BMA as a whole.  In that

context, in addition to the Lagan Valley Park, the significant structural green wedges

and larger open spaces and green corridors within the built-up area need to be defined

and protected.  We believe they should be treated as an essential and permanent

element in the anatomy of the BMA, although their precise definition and detailed

measures for protection and enhancement are matters for the Area Plan.
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The areas of strategic open space within the urban area should be defined

in the BMA Plan and designated as Metropolitan Open Land subject to

similar rigorous planning constraints as those relevant to undeveloped

land within the Green Belt.

Townscape character

10.8 Whilst there was broad acceptance by participants of the need to maximise the

capacity of the existing built-up area to accept further development, we recognise that

this should not lead to the undesirable effects of town cramming.  There are certain

localities within the BMA which are cherished for their distinctive townscape

character. Participants urged measures for their protection.  We support the broad

commitment in SPG 26 to protect and enhance areas of townscape character but

consider that detailed measures are more appropriate to the BMAP.

10.9 The need to protect the landscape setting of the city and the strategic open spaces and

areas of townscape character within it all serve to limit the extent to which further

growth can be accommodated within the BMA and its immediate rural fringe.

Further growth: a healthy heart
10.10 The city itself has undergone three distinctive stages of redevelopment in the recent

period: the rebirth of the city centre after years of disturbance, large scale housing

redevelopment in the inner city, and the redevelopment of the Laganside area.  We

agree with the City Council that the form of the next wave in the city’s

transformation is less clearly predictable and inevitably more complex.  We have no

doubt that that necessitates consideration of the entire metropolitan area and its

hinterland and the location of employment and housing growth within them in the

light of the overall goal of sustainability.

10.11 We do not accept the claim by some participants that the overall theme of the draft

Strategy is anti-BMA.  We find that it supports the concept of the BMA as an area with

a thriving retail, service, administrative, entertainment, health and educational centre

in the City of Belfast with secondary centres in Bangor, Carrickfergus and Lisburn.

We appreciate the concern expressed by interests from the west of the region that the

Strategy should advocate that economic and social benefits ought to flow to their

areas to redress the imbalance of prosperity compared with Belfast.  However, we do

not think this should extend so far as to risk the loss of inward investment to other

regions or countries if development in the BMA is denied.

10.12 We agree with the City Council that the region as a whole requires a healthy heart

and with others that the BMA as the largest employment nexus is the primary engine

for the region’s growth and prosperity.  There was discussion at the public

examination of what should be the optimum population size for the BMA.  Paragraph
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10.2 of the draft Strategy proposed a housing drive to allow the BMA to hold its

population around the current level.  We find the population of the BMA of limited

relevance as an indicator, in view of the strong inter-relationships between Belfast and

its wider hinterland.

10.13 The BMA sits at one end of the Belfast-Dublin axis on the Eastern Seaboard Corridor,

identified by the draft Strategy for its employment and tourism potential.  We agree

that the BMA in general and Belfast City centre in particular should continue to be

the main focus of activities of regional significance in the built environment. The city

centre, Laganside and the Harbour area offer untapped opportunities for further

economic development. However, fundamental to that consideration is the

recognition that future employment opportunities will be less concentrated in Belfast

itself.

10.14 Significant areas of land, already zoned for economic development, are available to

the west of Lisburn and at Newtownabbey and Diagram 7 of the draft Strategy

identifies potential employment opportunities at other peripheral sites.  The same

diagram shows the town centres of Bangor, Carrickfergus and Lisburn as having

potential for employment growth and, further out, Belfast International Airport is

envisaged as an attraction for major inward investment.  We heard from the District

Councils around the edges of the TTWA about the positive measures being taken to

attract investment to towns such as Larne, Banbridge, Newtownards and

Downpatrick.  Therefore, we expect the future components of the economic heart of

the region to be more widely dispersed across the Belfast TTWA. We agree with the

comment from one participant that the key to the next wave of development of

Belfast and its hinterland will be the linking of jobs and housing by a transport

system that is conducive to a more sustainable urban form.

The improvement of the transport system
The transport framework

10.15 It was suggested to us that the prime determinant of new housing growth for the BMA

should be to minimise the commuting journey to Belfast City Centre by developing

greenfield sites or new villages on or close to the existing urban edge.  In our view, it

is not the length of the journey that is critical but the scope available to make that

journey by public transport, as opposed to using the car, particularly along routes that

are already congested.  Whilst we envisage a more dispersed distribution of jobs and

housing within the Belfast TTWA, we consider that the transport framework envisaged

by the draft Strategy and the potential to encourage greater public transport usage

along it will be important, although not the sole, determinants of future urban form.

10.16 The general thrust towards an integrated transport system is dealt with in Chapter 5

of this report and is predicated on the national policy.  In its application to the BMA,
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we consider it important to recognise that, whatever the scale of future urban growth,

the current structure of the built-up area limits the potential for the reduction of car

travel and the precise matching of jobs and housing locations. The maintenance of a

dynamic and fluid metropolitan labour market and the nature of social activity will

continue to generate movements which cross the city or the TTWA.  That said, we

consider that the objective of encouraging greater use of public transport will be best

served by a spatial strategy for the BMA and the TTWA, which promotes more

compact urban forms and the development of self-sustaining settlements.

Reduction of congestion

10.17 The draft Strategy recognises traffic congestion as one of the main threats to the

economic development of Belfast.  Because public transport is never likely to offer the

comfort and convenience of private transport, we consider any sizeable transfer of

ridership would require a qualitative as well as a quantitative improvement in the

city’s system. Physical measures to minimise road traffic congestion are necessary and

SPG 10 proposes a number of these. Their success depends on the quality of the

alternative public transport in terms of frequency and convenience.  We see this as a

key issue for the Regional Transport Plan (RTP).

10.18 Participants raised the issue of financial measures to reduce congestion. Charging for

access by car to congested areas is a system not yet used nationally.  We are not aware

of any definitive information on the degree of charging which would be an effective

deterrent.  We recommend that financial measures be examined further by the RTP.

Whatever package of measures to restrain car usage be adopted by the RTP, we

consider that it should not be applied before the provision of improved public

transport services.

The Regional Transport Plan should examine both physical and financial

measures to restrain car usage in the BMA but the Strategy should

propose the linkage of such measures to the provision of improved

public transport services.

Improving public transport

10.19 Notwithstanding measures to reduce car use we are conscious of the need to improve

the Westlink as a cross-city route, a matter raised in various representations.   It is on

the through route linking destinations south of the city centre to the airports and the

ports of Belfast and Larne.  Although beneficial to the car user, improving the

Westlink would also remove a bottleneck for Ulsterbus and Citybus, which are the

main carriers of public transport passengers. In our view the major problem lies in its

junction capacity, most notably where it links with the M1.  As we note, however,

those improvements are in hand as part of the Chancellor’s initiative, as Appendix 10

of the Strategy records, we make no further recommendation.
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10.20 So far as rail transport is concerned, there arises the question of the provenance of

resources for the substantial immediate need for track improvement and new rolling

stock in Translink’s current corporate plan together with proposals for the E-Way.

Beyond that immediate period, we consider the Strategy should be more explicit in

defining more long-term goals for the public transport network, a matter we refer to

in Chapter 5.  We make suggestions in that Chapter regarding the longer-term future

of the E-Way.  On other than the rail services and the E-Way, a fine-grain functional

network of bus routes and services is required giving access to homes, work,

education, commerce and recreation.  It should include cross-city connections,

recognise the need to incorporate the new Laganside residential areas in the network,

have regard to the opportunities for regeneration along the metropolitan transport

corridors and include links to the small towns within the Green Belt.   Such facilities

are advocated in the Strategy and we make no further recommendation.

Housing development for Belfast and its hinterland
10.21 We have recommended in Chapter 7 that, of the 160,000 additional dwellings

required to meet the regional housing need up to 2015, some 78,000 should be

allocated to the Belfast TTWA, to maintain Belfast as the economic engine for the

region. The draft Strategy provided for some 47,500 dwellings in the equivalent area

up to 2010. The Department’s revised housing projections raised this figure to about

66,000 extra dwellings.  Clearly, additional growth of this scale requires a significant

review of the spatial strategy for Belfast and its hinterland and we have outlined above

how the allocation of new housing should relate to areas of employment growth and

the transportation framework.

Existing commitments

10.22 Before discussing in greater detail where housing growth should take place across the

TTWA, it is important to note the scale and location of existing commitments.  In

1998, the Department’s Housing Land Availability Study 3 estimated that land for

some 20,000 additional dwellings was already committed, of which around 13,000

were found outside the BMAP area (in the Districts of Ards and Down and parts of

Antrim, Larne and Banbridge Districts). To achieve the 78,000 dwellings required by

2015, Area Plans would have to accommodate almost four times as many sites as are

already committed within the TTWA.  This is a significant task facing the Planning

Service and infrastructure providers.

10.23 In the interests of sustainability we consider areas for development outside the

established or emerging brownfield areas should enjoy existing or likely future high

quality public transport services to the city centre and sources of employment; they

should be environmentally acceptable; they should not encroach on the Green Belt

however it might eventually be redefined; and they should be of a size sufficient to

encourage the provision of local community facilities.  In the light of those criteria we

identify below our indicative preferred areas for subsequent investigation and precise

definition in Area Plans.
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 Capacity of the BMA

10.24 The draft Strategy, in SPG 6, envisaged the majority of additional housing growth up

to 2010 taking place within the existing BMA urban “footprint”4.  Some participants

questioned whether this aspiration was achievable in the absence of information on

urban capacity, whilst others held that the potential for “windfall” sites had been

underestimated by the Department.  With the increased scale of growth that we now

envisage over the period to 2015, we are persuaded that, while the potential within

the urban area should be maximised, much of the BMA additional housing will need

to be found outside the urban “footprint”.

10.25 It was the opinion of the housebuilding lobby that about 60% of the Department’s

revised estimate of 42,000 extra dwellings in the BMA would have to be found outside

the urban footprint. The Department, on the other hand, was confident that capacity

studies would reveal “windfall” sites increasing the capacity of the existing urban area

to around 18,000 extra dwellings.

Until detailed capacity studies of the BMA have been undertaken, the

Strategy should plan on the basis of the indicative regional target of 40%

of housing growth to be found within the urban “footprint”.

Scope for peripheral expansion

10.26 In discussing options for allocating 42,000 extra dwellings to the BMA, the

Department recognised that such a scale of growth could only be achieved if

environmental constraints within the Green Belt were overcome to allow lateral

expansion. Some lateral expansion has been proposed already within Area Plans.  We

have noted from figures provided by the Department 5 that up to 30% of the growth

of 42,000 dwellings could be provided by the “whitelands” released in 1998, by new

zonings identified in the draft Lisburn and Carrickfergus Area Plans and through the

release of further “whitelands” identified in the BUAP. Thus, if 40% of housing growth

were to be provided for within the existing urban area, a further 30% would have to

be found by peripheral expansion.  We think that this is possible, within an overall

indicator of housing growth of 42,000 in the BMA.

10.27 We note that the draft Strategy, in paragraph 10.2, proposes to focus major greenfield

housing provision along the key transport corridor at West Lisburn, by development

within the Green Belt.  This would be achieved without detriment to the setting of

the city.  We believe that similar expansion into the Green Belt could be

accommodated along the transport links of the Transport Corridor through

Newtownabbey, again without threat to the city setting.  In both cases, we envisage a

substantial scale of planned development to achieve sustainable urban form and to

make best use of the additional infrastructure required.

10 Belfast and its Hinterland



Page 96

10.28 We have considered the feasibility of further growth along the rail links of the

metropolitan corridors at Carrickfergus and Bangor.  We share the concern of

Carrickfergus Borough Council that the Green Belt and “green wedges” should be

maintained to limit encroachment on the rising hill slopes to the north of

Carrickfergus and to prevent coalescence of the town with other settlements.  The

draft Area Plan contains provision for additional housing to meet local needs.  At

Bangor, we acknowledge strong opposition by North Down Borough Council to

further major expansion of the town.  The scope for housing growth along this

metropolitan corridor should depend upon the availability of land within the existing

urban area and any peripheral sites emerging through the review of the Green Belt

boundary in the BMA Plan.

We believe that an allocation of 42,000 additional dwellings to the BMA

is achievable.  The Strategy should maximise provision of additional

dwellings within the existing urban area, and then provide for major

areas of plan-led expansion on the key corridors at West Lisburn and

Newtownabbey, focusing development near to areas of employment

growth and integrating with suburban rail links and other primary

public transport services.  Additional peripheral expansion should focus

on the remaining “whitelands”, on other land zonings to be confirmed

in Lisburn and Carrickfergus plans, and on any smaller sites emerging in

the review of the Green Belt boundary in the BMA Plan.  The precise

distribution of the allocation within the urban footprint and on

peripheral sites will be a matter for the BMA Plan, advised by urban

capacity studies.

Housing growth within the rest of the Belfast TTWA

10.29 We anticipate that some 36,000 extra dwellings will be required in that part of the

Belfast TTWA outside the BMA. About one third of this number could be provided on

sites where development is already committed, according to the Department’s land

availability study, and urban capacity studies may identify further sites within existing

urban areas.

10.30 As we indicate earlier, we expect some decentralisation of new employment to the

edge of the city and to other towns within the Belfast TTWA.  The Department

anticipated that some housing growth would follow jobs to the nearby main towns,

adding to the expansion necessary to meet local housing needs. Within the TTWA,

Antrim, Downpatrick, Newtownards and Larne, to varying degrees, should develop as

counter-magnets to the conurbation. The smaller towns of Ballyclare, Ballynahinch,

Carryduff, Comber, Crumlin, Dromore and Moira could also expect significant

expansion to accommodate overspill from the BMA.  The Department commented

that these towns might have the potential to grow to or beyond a population of
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10,000, which is considered to be the threshold for a more self-contained town.  In

each of these towns, a proportion of new housing growth should be expected to

locate within the “footprint” of existing development.

10.31 Representatives of their respective District Councils supported allocations of about

7000 additional dwellings each to Ards and Down districts over the 15-year period

from 1996 – 2010.  Subject to compatibility with the evaluation framework of the

Family of Settlements Report, we consider reasonable indicators of the housing

growth that those Districts should expect in the period ahead up to 2015 to lie within

the 7000 – 7500 range.  In view of the employment growth potential at Belfast

International Airport, proposed improvements in rail services to the area and the

previous assessment of growth prospects of Antrim town 6, an indicator of similar

scale could be anticipated in Antrim District.  Larne District might expect growth of

3500 new dwellings.  The town of Dromore, in Banbridge District, should anticipate

additional growth, in line with Appendix 5 of the draft Strategy.  In addition, a

demand for some 1000 additional second homes could be allocated to appropriate

areas within the TTWA. The distribution of this growth to settlements within each

District and its phasing are matters for Area Plans.

Subject to confirmation by the evaluation framework of the Family of

Settlements Report, reasonable indicators for housing growth in the

peripheral Districts of the Belfast Travel to Work Area would be: Antrim

(7500), Ards (7500), Down (7000) and Larne (3500).  Within these

Districts, growth should focus on the main towns and those smaller

towns listed in Appendix 5 but the precise distribution should be a

matter for Area Plans.  We assume that Dromore in Banbridge District

might accommodate about 500 extra dwellings.  The Department should

allocate some 1000 additional second homes to appropriate areas.

10.32 Within the rural part of the BMA Plan area, we agree with the Department that the

small towns of Ballyclare, Carryduff and Moira should be the main focus of further

development together with consolidation of village settlements to make best use of

existing infrastructure capacity.  The scale, nature and phasing of housing growth in

these settlements should observe the criteria set out in Appendix 5 of the draft

Strategy and should be subject to the Plan, Monitor and Manage approach to the

control of housing development in the BMAP as a whole.  Depending upon the pace

and density of housing development within and on the edge of the BMA, the rural

part of the BMA Plan area could expect to accommodate up to 9,000 extra dwellings.

The Strategy should plan for up to 9,000 extra dwellings in existing

settlements in the BMAP rural area in accordance with the criteria set out

in Appendix 5.  The scale and phasing of housing growth should be

subject to a common approach to the management of the housing land

supply in the BMA Plan area as a whole.
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Notes:

1. The Belfast Urban Area Plan (BUAP) has its end date at 2001 and covers the City of

Belfast together with the urban parts of Castlereagh, Lisburn and Newtownabbey

Boroughs, Greenisland in Carrickfergus Borough and Holywood in North Down

Borough.

2. The Belfast Metropolitan Area Plan will cover the entire District Council areas of

Belfast, Carrickfergus, Castlereagh, Lisburn, Newtownabbey and North Down.  It will

include the area of the BUAP, the towns of Bangor and Carrickfergus and all of the

rural areas contained within its constituent District Councils.

3. Northern Ireland Housing Land Availability Study: Summary Report 1998. Published

by the Planning Service of the Department of the Environment (NI).

4. The term “footprint” was used by the Department to describe the extent of the any

built-up area at the start of the plan period.  The “footprint” would be used for the

purposes of monitoring the share of new residential development which would locate

within the existing urban area.  By the time of the public examination, the

Department had not yet delineated the “footprints” for the cities and main towns.

5. The “whitelands” are undeveloped land situated between the limits of development

and the inner edge of the BUA Green Belt, which were identified in the BUAP 2001 as

a reserve for longer-term development.  Planning permission was granted in

September 1998 for 3,700 units on part of the “whitelands”. Development has yet to

start.  The remaining  “whitelands” have an estimated potential for 3,700 units.  In

addition, lands have been zoned in the draft Carrickfergus and Lisburn Area Plans for

about 4,200 units on peripheral greenfield sites.  These plans have not yet been

adopted.

6. Shaping Our Future: Towards a strategy for the development of the region. A

discussion paper.  Department of the Environment (NI). November 1997.
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Background
11.1 We held a separate session of the public examination on the North West.  Holding our

session in the Calgach Centre within Derry’s Walls, looking over the west bank of the

Foyle to the hills of Donegal, gave us an appropriate setting in which to take a

different perspective of the Strategy and its approach to this sub-region.

11.2 The framework of the Spatial Development Strategy on page 35 delineates as a key

component “a strong North-West regional centre based on Derry/Londonderry....”

On page 58, however, where this component is dealt with, SPG 11 is set out under the

heading “Derry/Londonderry: A Regional City”, with three paragraphs on

strengthening, regenerating and promoting the City.  We asked participants whether

the draft Strategy adequately covered:

•  “ the aims to be achieved in the development of Derry/Londonderry as a regional

City”;

• “ the cross-border dimension if the city is to act as the hub of the North Western

corner of the island”;

• “ the strengthening of the economy of the North West”; and

• transport.

An overview
11.3 Professor Robert Gavin, as Chairman of the Foyle Development Organisation, gave us

a useful presentation on the area.  His key point was that the North West was a largely

discrete area in social and economic terms, with the Sperrins a natural boundary to

the East.  A map showed that travel-to-work patterns in the West were very much self-

contained, and that the types of industrial problems and new employment were

distinct.  The draft Strategy was in his view good on Derry, but should take a wider

view of the North West in developing its infrastructure and its economy.

11.4 Derry City Council very much welcomed the general thrust of the Strategy, in which

they considered that Government for the first time gave Derry its rightful place.

There needed to be more specific references to:

• development of Derry City Airport as a gateway to the North West, including

Donegal;

• the potential of the informatics resource in the University of Ulster (UU) at Magee to

promote jobs for the information age;

• investment in infrastructure to “catch up” - a phrase frequently aired in this session -

with the more favoured East of the region;

• the extension of natural gas to the North West.  This was seen as the most important

pending decision for the area and vital to its economic future.
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11.5 Coleraine Borough Council, looking to the North West as well as to the North East as

its partners, also supported the extension of the natural gas pipeline, and pointed to

the potential not only of informatics at the Magee campus but also of the

biotechnology resource and the proposed Science Park of UU at Coleraine for

generation of new science-related employment.

Cross-border planning

11.6 Participants welcomed references to the cross-border dimension but considered that

they should be taken further. Economic and physical plans for Derry, Strabane and

Donegal should be linked in the interests of the whole area.  Derry was in practice

now a hub for the whole north west of the island, and the road corridor over the

Foyle Bridge had long needed to link up properly with the “euro-road” to Letterkenny.

Strabane was the gateway on another cross-border corridor to Lifford and East

Donegal.  The North West Region Cross Border Group comprising Derry, Donegal,

Limavady and Strabane Councils was drawing up joint proposals, for example on the

transport infrastructure.  At community level, the North West Community Forum and

a corresponding Donegal group were drawing up an integrated plan for the North

West.  There is clearly scope for cross-border co-ordination at Department level in the

implementation of the Strategy.

The Department should foster cross-border co-operation in the

implementation of the Strategy.

Conclusion

11.7 We conclude that the draft Strategy is greatly welcomed for the recognition it gives to

Derry/Londonderry as a regional city, but it could validly be broadened and

strengthened to focus more widely on the extensive catchment area of the city.   To

do so, this section could follow the pattern of the foregoing section, which treats the

Belfast Metropolitan Area as an entity, with a single SPG focussing separately on the

City, the Metropolitan Area and transport. On this basis, the section on “Derry/

Londonderry: A Regional City” should become titled “The North West”, with a revised

SPG echoing the earlier outline of the Spatial Development Strategy: “To develop a

strong North West based on Derry/Londonderry”.

The title of the section on page 58 should be changed from “Derry/

Londonderry: A Regional City” to “The North West”, and SPG 11 should

be amended to read “To develop a strong North West based on Derry/

Londonderry”.

11.8 The introductory paragraph could then bring out the largely discrete economic and

social characteristics of the North West and its necessary interdependence with

County Donegal. The first heading would be “ To strengthen the economy of the
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North West”, adapting the present paragraph 11.1 to cover the sub-region,

strengthening the reference to Derry City Airport and referring to the importance of

the extension of the natural gas pipeline.  Paragraphs 11.2 and 11.3 could follow,

focussing on the regeneration and promotion of the City itself.

The section on the North West should bring out the largely discrete social

and economic nature of the sub-region, which calls for a separate local

approach; highlight the links, and the need for co-ordinated local

planning, with County Donegal; adapt paragraph 11.1 to cover economic

development and the extension of the gas pipeline, with additional

reference to Derry City Airport as a regional gateway; and keep

paragraphs 11.2 and 11.3 focussing on the City.
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Background

12.1 It was repeatedly represented to us during the public examination that the draft

Strategy was long on laudable aspirations but woefully short of information on how

those aspirations were to be realised.   The Department told us that it would be for the

Assembly to take forward action on the Strategy and to decide priorities in

implementation.  They accepted, however, that some indication of what should

happen next and who should be responsible for what should be included within or

alongside the final version of the Strategy.   So in our final sessions we asked

participants to make constructive suggestions on means of implementation, and on

mechanisms for monitoring and review. We received many helpful views, which we

attempt to summarise in this and the following chapter.

12.2 While we were preparing our report, devolution took place and functions relevant to

the implementation of the Strategy are now the responsibility of a number of

Departments.  We assume that the new Department of Regional Development will

take the lead under its statutory duty 1 “to provide policy guidance and advice in

relation to its regional development strategy and the implementation thereof, and to

co-ordinate the implementation of that strategy.”  Since it is not, at the time of

writing, completely clear who will do what under the new structure, we make our

recommendations on implementation and monitoring necessarily in general terms.

What is important in the interests of Northern Ireland is not which Department will

take particular components of the Strategy forward, but that clear leadership be given

to effective action for implementation.

A plan led system

12.3 The Department proposes to move from what is termed the “predict and provide”

system to a new approach summarily described in its briefing papers for the public

examination as “plan, monitor and manage”.  This requires comprehensive coverage

of development plans across the Province, and Planning Policy Statements on all the

major issues, as bedrock and framework for future planning decisions.  Ideally, these

should all be in place when the overarching Regional Strategy is launched.  The reality

is that a substantial proportion of Area Plans is either out of date or not yet completed

and adopted.  In particular, the Belfast Urban Area Plan runs out in 2001, and the

wider Belfast Metropolitan Area Plan is on best estimates unlikely to be ready for

adoption until 2006. In the intervening period, over half of the population would not

be covered by an Area Plan.  To add to the difficulties, the volume and complexity of

Development Control work is increasing, more special inquiries under Article 31 and

Planning Appeals are arising, and decisions are increasingly subject to challenge in the

Courts.
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Strengthening the Planning Service

12.4 We understand that the Planning Service recognises the problem and is already

reviewing the Development Planning process 2.  To make a success of the Regional

Strategy and facilitate the developments that the community expects and deserves,

the capacity of the Planning Service should be strengthened urgently and

imaginatively. Some of the extra investment would go to recruiting additional

professional and support staff, but this means alone would be unlikely to achieve the

objective.  Greater use should also be considered of nationally based consultants, to

the extent of contracting out the detailed work in preparing development plans to

one or more firms, whose remit would of course include following the established

procedures and involving local interests fully in plan preparation.

The capacity of the Planning Service should be strengthened urgently

and imaginatively.

12.5 Greater involvement of District Council staff in the making of plans should also be

considered.  District Councils are statutory consultees in the plan making process;

their staffs have good local knowledge and are increasingly involved in development

matters.  We have already recommended that there should be greater public

participation as distinct from consultation in plan making, and that approach applies

equally to the involvement of District Councils, thereby helping to give a measure of

local ownership to the draft plan.  To achieve this, District Councils could second staff

to a development plan team, bringing expert resources to the process and also

developing the skills of their officers, or a consortium of District Councils could be

invited to prepare a draft plan under the leadership of a Divisional Planner.  The

resulting draft plan would then be subject to the normal consultation and public

inquiry process.

Consideration should be given to involving District Council staff in the

preparation of draft plans.

Scope and coverage of plans

12.6 We suggest that the Department should set a target for complete coverage of the

Province by development plans.  The year 2006 would be an ambitious but, we

suggest, realisable target.

12.7 Interim decisions will be needed on whether to extend the life of the Belfast Urban

Area Plan until the new Belfast Metropolitan Area Plan is completed.  Means will need

to be found to secure the necessary five-year supply of development land to take

Belfast through from 2001 to 2006 on the higher projections of housing growth now

available. There may be a need for some supplementary local plans to guide
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development, particularly if our recommendation on bringing forward the expansion

of smaller settlements, identified in Appendix 5 of the draft Strategy, is accepted.

12.8 If comprehensive coverage of development plans is to be secured within a reasonable

timescale, the Department needs to consider whether their scope can be narrowed,

along the lines of subject plans, and whether the consultation process and their

handling can be rationalised, as is being examined in England under their review of

PPG 12 3.    We understand that the process in Northern Ireland is already under

review by consultants 2.

12.9 Consideration should also be given in this review to basing plans on wider areas.  The

Department is already moving from an Area Plan for each District Council area to a

Plan covering two or three Districts - for example, for Banbridge/Newry and Mourne

and for Antrim/Ballymena/Larne.  Participants at our sessions reacted favourably to

taking this a stage further by creating plans covering in effect sub-regions.  This fits

well with the approach taken at our session on rural issues, where all the interests

thought it sensible to discuss the needs of, for example, the rural West on an

integrated basis - and indeed the five Councils there spoke collectively at our sessions

as the West Rural Region.  Such sub-regions can hardly be seen as constituting too

large a scale for a development plan when the Belfast Metropolitan Area comprising

six District Council areas is going to be the subject of a single plan.

A target of 2006 should be set for complete plan coverage.  The process

should be streamlined and the framework recast to prepare development

plans for the Belfast Metropolitan Area and, perhaps, five groupings of

District Council areas.

Planning Policy Statements

12.10 Planning Policy Statements form an important element of the planning system, and it

would clearly be helpful to have all the main subject areas covered when development

plans are being prepared.  Much remains to be done, with PPSs on housing, transport,

Green Belt policy and a revision of the Planning Strategy for Rural Northern Ireland

particularly needed.  This task would lend itself to a concentrated effort by an expert

team, drawing in support from the Universities and using corresponding material

from elsewhere as basic material.

Additional resources should be allocated to a dedicated team to revise

existing statements and put the main remaining Planning Policy

Statements in place urgently.

12.11 It was also suggested to us that the Local Community Development Guidelines were

an innovative addition to planning guidance that should feature prominently in the

final strategy and in Planning Policy Statement 1 - General Principles - as a “test card”
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for specific developments. We earlier recommend that these should be renamed Local

Development Guidelines and recast on the lines suggested in Chapter 6 of our report.

We endorse the value of using the Local Development Guidelines to test

the sustainability of specific developments.

Land use and monitoring

12.12 The Department proposes to take a new approach to the management of land supply

for development.   The new approach is somewhat incompletely set out in Appendix

6 of the draft Strategy and more fully expressed in the Department’s Briefing Paper 13.

The Northern Ireland Housebuilders Consortium represented to us that this major

new policy approach should have been the subject of specific consultation with them

and other development interests before being “floated” into the debates on the draft

Strategy.  We agree that this is an important change of approach that will be a major

element in the implementation of the Strategy.

The new approach to the management of land supply should be the

subject of consultation with developers and other interests.

12.13 A regional housing land database would be a useful building block in the future

management of the land supply for development.  It was suggested to us that this

could be created and managed under contract by one of the relevant University

departments, guided by a steering group involving the Departments concerned,

relevant Government Agencies and the Housing Executive as the strategic housing

authority.

A regional housing land database should be created.

Housing within urban areas

12.14 It was brought home to us that, if the Strategy’s prime objective to promote the

provision of additional dwellings within urban areas is to be effectively implemented,

revitalising urban communities in the process, there needs to be a concerted drive to

assemble land for new housing action areas. The regeneration of the inner cities of

Belfast and Derry/Londonderry through the use of compulsory powers of acquisition

and Urban Development Grant might be taken as a precedent, and imaginative

schemes are already being developed in East and West Belfast by the Housing

Executive and the City Council.  The Housing Executive is well placed to lead this

drive as the strategic housing authority, involving the Planning Service, the

Environment and Heritage Service, the Valuation and Lands Agency, District Councils,

local developers and local community interests and residents groups.

There should be a concerted drive to promote the provision of new
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dwellings in urban areas, starting in Belfast where the largest potential

lies.

Improving public transport

12.15 Government and private sector investment in other main areas such as roads and

industrial development will be needed to secure the objectives of the Strategy.  From

the debates during our public examination, however, we must single out improving

public transport as a priority.   If our cities and towns are to be the “healthy heart” of

our future body corporate, the veins and arteries in and out of them must be kept

clear.   Yet the worldwide problem of traffic congestion in the approaches to cities and

towns is increasingly clogging the flow of business in Northern Ireland too.  Reducing

commuter and commercial traffic congestion particularly on the approaches to urban

areas by improving bus and rail services should be a priority in thinking and in

investment.

New approaches to and greater investment in public transport should be

a high priority.

Notes:

1. Article 4 of the Strategic Planning (Northern Ireland) Order 1999.   1999 No.660

(N.I.4)

2. Planning Service Corporate and Business Plans 1999/2000 – 2001/2002: paragraph

27.3.

3. Planning Policy Guidance Note 12: Development Plans: Public consultation draft.

Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions. February 1999.
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Background
13.1 “Monitoring is essential to the success of Government policies”1. It is of crucial

importance to the implementation of the new Regional Strategy that there is systematic

monitoring of progress through setting quantified regional and sub-regional targets, and

indicators to measure their achievement. The draft Strategy acknowledges the need for

monitoring, and the final Strategy should say more about it.  Indeed, the monitoring

system needs to be in place when the Strategy comes into operation, and the Strategy

should be annually reviewed.

The monitoring system
13.2 In setting up a suitable monitoring system, the Department will not be starting from

scratch.  Since the publication of the draft Strategy, the Department of the Environment,

Transport and the Regions has published for consultation Planning Policy Guidance Note

11 on Regional Planning 2 which sets out in Chapter 14 what is required. Examples of

areas where targets might be set for Regional Planning Guidance are given, and research

has been commissioned to provide further guidance on targets and indicators.  Reference

is also made to the wider context of indicators for sustainable development, now included

in the Government’s strategy for sustainable development in the United Kingdom3, where

in Chapter 3 fourteen “headline indicators” are set. Belfast City Council has published

recently a useful set of sustainability indicators for the City - “Belfast Counts”.

The Department should set up a working group to develop an
appropriate monitoring system, exploiting the established expertise and
experience of local agencies and organisations, which was demonstrated
to us at the public examination.

13.3  We give three points of advice to the working group.  First, in choosing targets and

indicators, it is important to ensure that they should not measure change just for the sake

of it, but are clearly linked to the Strategy’s general principles and its Strategic Planning

Guidelines.  Secondly, the group should explore the use of “soft” as well as “hard”

indicators to monitor, for example, progress on community development and quality of

life.  We were told that the Voluntary Activity Unit in the Department of Social

Development, which co-ordinates Government’s relations with the voluntary and

community sector, is working on such indicators. Thirdly, there is an abundance of

material to be quarried, and therefore a risk of overload.  We suggest that the Department

select, from the range of indicators which may press their way into the system, a few - say

six to eight - “key” indicators which are central and sensitive enough to give early

warning that a critical threshold has been crossed and that a key aspect of the plan is thus

going wrong - what the Panel has dubbed “the canaries in the coalmine”.

13.4 We include as Appendix 4 to our report a short note on the tasks to be accomplished by

the working group and the approach which might be used in setting up and operating a

suitable monitoring system.
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13.5 The Department should also set up a regional group on the implementation and

monitoring of the Strategy. It was suggested to us that this should be supplemented by

a set of sub-regional groups and local interests to monitor implementation.  We must

leave it to the Department to decide the machinery, but we commend use of a system

which includes an annual monitoring report outlining progress and problems,

including external changes such as revised population projections and new

environmental risks, which could be discussed at a series of seminars and lead to

action points for the interests involved.

The implementation of the Strategy should be monitored in conjunction

with major interests concerned.  The system should be put into operation

at the same time as the Strategy is launched, and should include key

measures which will track the progress of the Strategy. Annual reports

should be published for discussion by all interested parties, and action

points for key players agreed.

Review

13.6 Following annual reviews of progress on implementing the Strategy, there should be a

formal review of the Strategy itself after five years.  We recommend above that 1998

rather than 1996 should now be taken as the baseline year for the Strategy and the

first review would begin in 2003. By then, the early results of monitoring should be

available, and importantly, information from the next Census to be held in April,

2001 should be available to provide the first firm and detailed population figures since

1991.  This would form the basis for sounder household and housing growth

projections than the present Strategy was able to provide, since the Department had

to base its work, and consequently we our public examination, on annual projections

which were initially five and are now seven years after the 1991 Census.  This should

give the Executive Committee and the Assembly a firmer base of information than we

had at our disposal on which to take the Strategy forward for the following five years.

The Strategy should be formally reviewed after five years.

Notes:

1. Seventeenth Report of the Select Committee on Environment, Transport and Regional

Affairs, paragraph 94, 1999.

2. Planning Policy Guidance Note 11: Regional Planning: Public consultation draft.

DETR.  February 1999.

3. A Better Quality of Life: A strategy for sustainable development for the United

Kingdom.  Cm 4345.  May 1999.
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The terms of reference for the independent panel appointed by the Department of the

Environment (the Department), under Article 126 of the Planning (NI) Order 1991, are as

follows:

To conduct an independent examination in public of the Draft Regional Strategic

Framework for Northern Ireland, published in December 1998, and to report its

findings to the Department by the end of December 1999.

In the exercise of its functions, the Panel will adhere in general to the procedure set out in

Annex A to draft PPG 11, “Regional Planning Guidance”, published by the Department of the

Environment, Transport and the Regions in February 1999.  In particular, the Panel will:

• acknowledge the prevailing planning legislation and published planning guidance in

Northern Ireland;

• take due account of the strategic nature of the draft Regional Strategic Framework;

• in consultation with the Department, select those matters to be considered in the

course of the public examination;

• formulate and publish in advance the questions to be considered at the public

examination;

• invite participants to contribute to the public examination;

• conduct the public examination in a fair and impartial manner and in a way which

encourages constructive, concise and non-repetitive debate;

• ensure that the public examination deals with the selected matters in sufficient depth

without lapsing into an inappropriate level of detail; and

• assess the statements made by participants and other written representations and

submit a report of the public examination to include recommendations to the

Department.

Terms of Reference for
the Panel
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The following is a list of the matters selected for debate and the participants who attended

each of the sessions.  The Department of the Environment for Northern Ireland

attended all sessions and therefore is not listed below.

 A Co-ordinated Strategy?  (12th October 1999)

1. Does the strategy provide an adequate spatial framework for the strategies and

programmes of other public sector bodies and would it secure a co-ordinated

approach to the future development of the region?

2. Does the strategy relate to the objectives of the European Spatial Development

Perspective and does it adequately address the spatial planning interrelationships

between Northern Ireland and neighbouring regions of the Republic of Ireland and

GB?

3. Does the strategy bring out sufficiently the scope for integrated planning in cross-

border areas?

Participants:

Armagh City and District Council

Belfast City Council

CBI (NI)

Construction Employers Federation

Derry City Council

Department of Agriculture for Northern Ireland

Department of Education for Northern Ireland

Department of Economic Development

Department of Health and Social Services

East Border Region

Irish Central Border Area Network

Larne Borough Council

Moyle District Council

National Trust

Newry and Mourne District Council

NI Economic Council

NI Environment Link

North West Cross-Border Group

Royal Town Planning Institute

The Research Consortium

The West Rural Region

Ulster Wildlife Trust

List of Matters and
Participants
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Overall Strategy (12th October 1999)

1. In pursuing a sustainable development approach, does the strategy properly integrate

the objectives of social progress, protection of the environment, the prudent use of

natural resources and economic growth?

2. Does the strategy promote equality of opportunity and equity of treatment in terms of

different groups in society and does it adequately tackle social disadvantage?

3. Does the strategy respect the sensitivities of the divided community and does it

support community interaction?

Participants:

CBI (NI)

Community Relations Council

Construction Employers Federation

Institute of Directors

Mr Brian Hanna

NI Council for Voluntary Action

NI Cycling Initiative

NI Environment Link

NI Tenants Action Project

North West Community Network

RSPB

Royal Town Planning Institute

The Research Consortium

Ulster Wildlife Trust
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Spatial Development Strategy (13th and 14th October 1999)

1. Against the principles of sustainable development, does the spatial development

strategy, based on the 5 key transport corridors, strike an appropriate distribution of

growth: (a) between centralisation and decentralisation; (b) between East and West;

and (c) between urban and rural?

2. For the purposes of spatial planning, is it appropriate to use the three settlement

groups as sub-regions?  By dealing with the regional towns and their surrounding

rural catchments in separate settlement groups, does the strategy fail to recognise the

essential cohesion of the urban settlement and its hinterland?

3. Does the strategy provide an adequate spatial framework (in SPGs 15, 16 and 17) to

exploit economic development opportunities?

4. Is the promotion of economic development at selected urban locations on the key

transport corridors (SPG15) consistent with the objective of tackling disadvantage and

community differentials?

5. Have the regional towns been correctly identified and is their categorisation into

major service centres and key service centres justified?

6. Would the development of entirely new settlements be consistent with a sustainable

pattern of development across the region?

Participants:

Armagh City and District Council Down District Council

Banbridge District Council Fraser Houses (NI) Ltd

Belfast City Council Institute of Directors

CBI (NI) NI Environment Link

Construction Employers Federation North Down Borough Council

Craigavon Borough Council Northern Ireland Housing Council

Derry City Council RPS Group (Belfast Intl. Airport)

Michael Burroughs Associates (NI Housebuilders Consortium)

Robert Turley Associates (Ards BC, Carvill Group, Lisburn BC,

Snoddens Construction, Teesland Group, Belfast City Airport)

The Research Consortium (The Urban Institute, QUB, Community Technical Aid, Rural

Community Network)

The West Rural Region (Districts of Cookstown, Dungannon, Fermanagh, Omagh and

Strabane)
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Developing a Modern Integrated Transport System (15th

October 1999)

1. Would the proposals to develop the Regional Strategic Transport Network (SPG 12)

improve accessibility for all users, including freight?

2. Does the strategy contain sufficiently realistic proposals to promote greater use of

public transport?  Are the proposals in SPG 13 for strengthening the regional bus and

rail networks adequate?

3. Would the proposals in SPG 14 be conducive to changing the regional travel culture

to reduce reliance on the car, congestion and other adverse environmental impacts?

Participants:

Ballymoney Borough Council

Belfast City Council

Carrickfergus Borough Council

CBI (NI)

Coleraine Borough Council

Craigavon Borough Council

Freight Transport Association

General Consumer Council

Larne Harbour Ltd

Motorcycle Action Group

NI Cycling Initiative

NI Economic Council

NI Environment Link

North Down Borough Council

The Research Consortium (The Urban Institute, QUB, Community Technical Aid and Rural

Community Network)

The West Rural Region (Districts of Cookstown, Dungannon, Fermanagh, Omagh and

Strabane)

Translink
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Rural Northern Ireland (19th October 1999)

1. Does the strategy clearly set out how sustainable development will be achieved in

rural areas?

2. Does the strategy define sufficiently clearly what the future components of the rural

economy could be? Does the strategy provide adequate proposals to promote a strong

and diversified rural economy?

3. Would the spatial development strategy and its transport system improve the

accessibility of the rural community to support services or would a more dispersed

pattern of settlement and services be likely to meet rural needs?

4. Would the guidelines for the development of local rural centres (SPG 8) help to

sustain a living and working countryside?

5. Would the strategy’s targets for housing growth (Appendix 4) provide adequately for

local housing needs in rural communities in the period up to 2010?

Participants:

Ballymoney Borough Council

Ballymena Borough Council

Coleraine Borough Council

Construction Employers Federation

Department of Agriculture for Northern Ireland

Down District Council

Glenshane Community Development Ltd

NI Environment Link

Northern Ireland Agricultural Producers Association

Northern Ireland Housing Council

NI Housing Executive

RSPB

Rural Development Council

S E Rural Community

The West Rural Region (Districts of Cookstown, Dungannon, Fermanagh, Omagh and

Strabane)

Translink

Ulster Farmers Union

Western Health and Social Services Board
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Supporting the Growth of Tourism (20th October 1999)

1. Does the strategy provide a coherent set of guidelines for the promotion of sustainable

tourism?

2. Does the strategy adequately define (SPG 22) the potential of the natural landscape,

the built heritage and regional waterways for tourism development?

3. Does the strategy provide adequate guidelines to balance the development of tourist

accommodation and second homes with the need to protect the character of small

coastal settlements?

4. Would the “Destination Resort” concept (SPG 23) be consistent with a sustainable

approach to the development of opportunities for tourism, throughout Northern

Ireland?

5. Does the strategy sufficiently recognise the potential for city tourism in Belfast and

Derry/Londonderry (SPG 24)?

Participants:

Armagh City and District Council

Banbridge District Council

Belfast City Council

Carrickfergus Borough Council

Causeway Coast Communities Consortium

Coleraine Borough Council

Craigavon Borough Council

Derry City Council

Down District Council

Mourne Heritage Trust

National Trust

NI Tourist Board

North Down Borough Council

Rural Community Network

The West Rural Region (Districts of Cookstown, Dungannon, Fermanagh, Omagh and

Strabane)

Ulster Waterways Group
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The Environment (21st October 1999)

1. Does the strategy adequately address the key environmental issues and would it

promote proper stewardship of all of Northern Ireland’s environmental resources

(both the natural and the built environment)?

2. In its approach to sustainable development, would the strategy achieve an effective

integration between the social and economic development of the rural community

and effective conservation of the environment?

3. Does the strategy propose adequate mechanisms (SPG 25) for the protection,

enhancement and management of the region’s landscapes and coastal zone?

4. Does the strategy sufficiently recognise the linkage between care for the living

environment of people and the positive promotion of good health for all?

5. Does the SPG 28 address sufficiently issues and opportunities regarding the prudent

use of non-renewable resources and the efficient use of energy?

Participants:

Historic Monuments Council

Mourne Heritage Trust

National Trust

NI Environment Link

NI Tenants Action Project

Northern Health and Social Services Board

RSPB

The West Rural Region (Districts of Cookstown, Dungannon, Fermanagh, Omagh and

Strabane)

The Woodland Trust

Ulster Architectural Heritage Society

Ulster Farmers Union

Ulster Wildlife Trust

Western Health and Social Services Board
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The North West (25th October 1999)

1. Does the strategy adequately cover the aims to be achieved in the development of

Derry/Londonderry as a Regional City?

2. Does the strategy sufficiently take into account the cross-border dimension if the city

is to act as the hub of the North Western corner of the island?

3. Does the strategy provide an adequate spatial framework for the strengthening of the

economy of the North West?

4. Would the strategy’s proposals for transport meet the suggested needs of the North

West?

Participants:

Coleraine Borough Council

Derry City Council

Foyle Development Organisation

Londonderry Chamber of Commerce

NICDA Social Economy Agency

North West Community Network

North West Region Cross Border Group

Rural Community Network

Strabane District Council

Translink
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Housing Projections and the Management of Housing
Growth (26th October 1999)

1. Are the population and household projections for the region sufficiently robust to

take account of changes in economic growth and to provide a base for the spatial

development strategy?

2. What would be the consequences of underestimating or overestimating household

growth?

3. Would the strategic mechanisms of plan, monitor and manage (Appendix 6) and the

setting of targets for housing growth in settlement groups, regional towns and in rural

communities (Appendix 4) provide an adequate framework for managing the housing

land supply within Area Plans?

Participants:

Belfast City Council

Belfast Metropolitan Residents’ Group

Coleraine Borough Council

Construction Employers Federation

Craigavon Borough Council

Down District Council

Fraser Houses Ltd

Michael Burroughs Associates (NI Housebuilders Consortium)

NI Environment Link

NI Housing Executive

Prof. C Paris (Housing Research Centre)

Robert Turley Associates (Ards BC,  Carvill Group, Lisburn BC, Snoddens Construction,

Teesland Group)

Rural Community Network

West Rural Region (Districts of Cookstown, Dungannon, Fermanagh, Omagh and Strabane)
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Housing Distribution (27th and 28th October 1999)

1. Would the setting of targets for housing growth in the three settlement groups and in

the regional towns and their rural communities ensure that a reasonable balance is

maintained within the family of settlements?

2. If additional housing provision beyond the strategy’s housing targets were justified,

how should this be distributed across the region?

3. Does the strategy propose a sufficiently robust approach to urban residential

development to ensure that future Area Plans reduce the demand for greenfield land?

Are the targets for residential development within existing urban areas realistic?

4. Is there a need to specify a sequential test, which requires the use or re-use of land

within existing built up areas before greenfield development is considered?

5. If additional housing provision were justified, how would such provision relate to the

targets for residential development within existing urban areas?

Participants:

Ballymoney Borough Council

Belfast City Council

Belfast Metropolitan Residents’ Group

Brennan Associates

Coleraine Borough Council

Construction Employers Federation

Craigavon Borough Council

Derry City Council

Down District Council

Greenisland Heritage and Environment Group

Fraser Houses (NI) Ltd

Larne Borough Council

Michael Burroughs Associates (NI Housebuilders Consortium)

NI Environment Link

NI Federation of Housing Associations

NI Housing Executive

North Down Borough Council

Robert Turley Associates (Ards BC,  Carvill Group, Lisburn BC, Snoddens Construction)

The West Rural Region (Districts of Cookstown, Dungannon, Fermanagh, Omagh and

Strabane)
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Achieving Quality Built Environments (4th November 1999)

1. Does the strategy provide an adequate framework to guide the provision in Area Plans

for a mix of housing tenures and house types, which could help to create more

balanced communities?

2. Would the proposals in Appendix 3, for the use of planning obligations and concept

statements, adequately achieve Quality Housing Environments and what would be

the implications for the economic viability of schemes?

3. Would the Local Community Development Guidelines (SPG 6) provide a sufficient

mechanism for the creation of quality built environments?

Participants:

Belfast Metropolitan Residents’ Group

Construction Employers Federation

Fraser Houses Ltd

Michael Burroughs Association (NI Housebuilders Consortium)

NI Council for Voluntary Action

NI Environment Link

NI Federation of Housing Associations

NI Housing Executive

NI Tenants Action Project

Northern Ireland Housing Council

Playboard

Robert Turley Associates (Ards BC, Carvill Group, Lisburn BC)

Royal Society of Ulster Architects

Royal Town Planning Institute

Rural Community Network
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Retail Development (4th November 1999)

1. Is the strategy consistent with the Department’s policy statement on retailing and

town centres (PPS 5)?  Would it sustain and enhance the vitality and viability of city

and town centres and help to maintain an efficient, competitive and innovative retail

sector?

Participants:

Belfast City Council

Coleraine Borough Council

Drivers Jonas (J Sainsbury plc)

Institute of Directors

Michael Burroughs Associates (Safeway Stores)

Nathaniel Lichfield and Partners (Marks and Spencer plc)

NI Economic Council

Robert Turley Associates (B&Q, Snoddens Construction, Teesland Group)

Roger Tym & Partners (Boots the Chemist Ltd)

Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors

Stannifer Group

Tesco Stores

The West Rural Region (Districts of Cookstown, Dungannon, Fermanagh, Omagh and

Strabane)

The Research Consortium (The Urban Institute, QUB, Community Technical Aid and Rural

Community Network)
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Spatial Development Strategy for the BMA and wider city
region (9th and 10th November 1999)

This sub-region is the area covered roughly by the Belfast Urban Area Green Belt.  It is

considered appropriate to examine the strategy in this sub-region because of the stated inter-

relationship (in SPG 4 and Appendix 5) between housing demand in the BMA and housing

supply in the settlements within the Green Belt.

1. Does the strategy give enough emphasis to the role of the City of Belfast and the

development of its city centre?

2. Would the strategy for the development of the Belfast Metropolitan Area (BMA) and

the settlements within its Green Belt help promote more sustainable patterns of

development based on integration with transport, compact urban forms, more

housing within existing urban areas and the wise and sensitive use of the rural

environment?

3. Does the strategy give adequate guidance for the future distribution of housing within

the BMA and on greenfield sites and is the target of accommodating 55% of

residential development within the existing urban area achievable?

4. If additional housing provision is justified in the short term, what approach should

the strategy take as regards its distribution within the BMA and the settlements in its

Green Belt?

5. If additional land is required to meet medium to long term housing needs

(2005-2025) within the wider city region, would the most sustainable pattern of

development be achieved by measured expansion of smaller settlements in the

4000-10,000 range?  Would development in and around the BMA or within selected

regional towns or within new village settlements be more sustainable?

6. Does the strategy provide adequate guidance for the protection and enhancement of

the Green Belt and the landscape setting of the City and the development of a

network of regional parks, community greenways, landscape wedges and open space

in the BMA?

7. Does the strategy provide adequate means to foster existing communities and to

preserve townscape character within the BMA?
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Spatial Development Strategy for the BMA and wider city
region

Participants:

Alistair Grills Associates

Belfast City Council

Belfast Civic Trust

Belfast Metropolitan Residents’ Group

Carrickfergus Borough Council

Castlereagh Borough Council

Construction Employers Federation

Department of Health and Social Services

Farningham Todd (Lagan Developments)

Fraser Houses (NI) Ltd

Michael Burroughs Associates (NI Housebuilders Consortium, Bangor Housebuilders

Consortium)

NI Environment Link

NI Housing Executive

North Down Borough Council

Northern Ireland Housing Council

Robert Turley Associates (Ards BC,  Carvill Group, Lisburn BC, Snoddens Construction,

Teesland Group and Belfast City Airport)

South & East Belfast Trust

Stannifer Group

The Forest of Belfast Initiative

The National Trust

The Research Consortium (The Urban Institute, QUB, Community Technical Aid and Rural

Community Network)

Translink
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Implementation, Monitoring and Concluding Views
(11th and 12th November 1999)

1. Should the Regional Strategic Framework propose an appropriate range of measures to

help deliver and monitor the objectives and guidelines of the strategy?

2. Does the draft strategy represent an adequate and cohesive framework for the

preparation of Area Plans and to guide future development of Northern Ireland up to

the year 2025?

Session 1

Belfast Metropolitan Residents’ Group

CBI (NI)

Community Relations Council

Construction Employers Federation

Institute of Directors

Michael Burroughs Associates

NI Council for Voluntary Action

NI Cycling Initiative

NI Economic Council

NI Environment Link

Robert Turley Associates

RSPB

Royal Town Planning Institute

Rural Community Network

The Research Consortium

Translink

Session 2

Armagh City and District Council West Rural Region

Ballymoney Borough Council (Cookstown DC)

Banbridge District Council (Dungannon DC)

Belfast City Council (Fermanagh DC)

Carrickfergus Borough Council (Omagh DC)

Coleraine Borough Council (Strabane DC)

Craigavon Borough Council

Derry City Council

Down District Council

Larne Borough Council

Newry and Mourne District Council

North Down Borough Council
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Propitious timing for a new approach to participation

Given recent administrative changes, it is timely for the writers of the Strategy to adapt the

well established participation practices elsewhere in the UK to this region.  The following

outline model is suggested to capitalise on the wealth of local activity and expertise which was

revealed during the public examination.

The required paradigm shift from the narrow concept of “consultation” to the more

comprehensive concept of “participation” involves a switch from the time limited bilateral

interview style of consultation, to a long running multi-lateral exchanges of ideas.  This

“conversation” and the mix of participants in it, can be expected to vary with the scale level

under discussion and with the stage in the planning process, so that the most effective

grouping of ideas and knowledge can be assembled to meet the particular task on hand.

Key characteristics of a possible model

The system must be flexible so that the appropriate mix of participants can group, disperse

and regroup, quickly and effectively, to deal best with the task of the moment.  This

controlled flexibility will require leadership from planners who will have to facilitate it.  They

will require a personal commitment to the process, to enable them to develop the

opportunities and overcome the time consuming difficulties.  The system must be backed up

by a government commitment to building capacity for participation in public policy

generally.

Environmental education – capacity building for
participation

Planners can take an important lead by supporting the development of environmental

education, as RTPI members have done elsewhere over many years, in relation to Structure

Plans and Local Plans in the British system.

Outline of a suggested participation model
Assume that Planners of appropriate level act as the facilitators for the “conversations”.

Further assume open channels for information exchange between scale levels and groupings

as they form and change with the changing tasks. The following paragraphs detail three

different levels of participation.
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Regional level

The Planning tasks

To discuss, and keep under review region wide policy, its effective co-ordination and broad

lines of implementation.

Appropriate contributors

- departments and agencies of government

- voluntary organisations which are relevant to the task

- university departments

- elected representatives

A conversation at this level could be assembled easily and quickly.

Sub-regional level – (equivalent to the level of Area
Plans).
The Planning tasks

To discuss and keep under review, matters of sub-regional structure (thus there would be

several forum groups working in parallel).

Appropriate contributors

- Representatives of departments and agencies

- university researchers linked to the particular sub region

- bodies representing community organisations

- voluntary groups who declare a sub regional interest

- District Council groupings (officers and members)

This level could also be convened very easily, and would have overlapping membership with

the regional level.
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Local level – (the level of the town or subject plans)

The Planning tasks

To discuss the local issues for inclusion in the plan, to devise locally acceptable planning

proposals, and to monitor implementation on the ground.

Appropriate contributors

- District Council (officers and members)

- Local voluntary groupings for town development, naturalists, ramblers, school

environment clubs, etc

- interested and committed individuals.

This level does not exist.  It requires considerable facilitation of confidence and capacity

building.  It responds poorly to “consultation” but has the ability to respond with great

positive energy, if brought into the process at the earliest possible stage and kept going

throughout.
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1. The region has a window of opportunity to set up an effective monitoring system to

track progress towards the stated goals of the Strategy, because it appears possible to

start both the implementation of the Strategy and the monitoring of its achievements,

at a common base date.

2. To exploit this opportunity it will be necessary to move quickly to define the main

elements of the required system, taking widely accepted structuring logic and

customising it to regional conditions and above all to the Strategy.

3. To accelerate this process of design it is suggested that the Department should

convene a working group of local experts, drawn from the Universities, the local

authorities and the voluntary sector – all of which sources have already demonstrated

experience in segments of a potential over arching system.  Such a span of expertise

and linkage to the wider community would ensure that the designed system

commands technical respect and public acceptability.

4. An outline of the tasks for the working group is set out in Table 1 and examples of

possible indicator fields and measures are given in Table 2, below.
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Table 1: Tasks of the working group related to a monitoring
system.

Element Tasks for working group

Data input

using key sensitive indicators choose key indicators which will reveal the

which will track progress impact of the Strategy’s policies

collect on regular basis using same appraise existing collections and arrange for

base date filling gaps

Archive management adapt available Geographic Information

Systems technical know how in general

circulation

Assessment of results of monitoring define achievable targets for each indicator

define thresholds of criticality (danger

signals) for each indicator

Reporting cycles specify annual report or audit

periodic trend analysis from accumulated

audits

Using the monitor results in policy routine management fine tuning

review

trend analysis leading to policy review

Using the results at different scale since much data will be collected at

levels for public participation minimum aggregation level, it should

be possible to publish sub regional, even

District, level breakdowns of each regional

audit report.
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Table 2: Examples of indicator fields and measures aligning
with strategic aims.

Strategic aims Example fields Example measures

Social

To diminish inequality and Health Infant mortality

widen access to good quality of Housing % unfit

life for all; to support Social disadvantage % receiving benefit

community confidence and Education % with GCSE

individual capacity building Community activity Number of key groups

Economic

To modernise and diversify the Jobs by type Jobs in manufacturing

regional economy and promote New business starts New jobs in SMEs

its sustainable growth; to Sust. tourist projects Number of tourist jobs

promote the spread of Technology qualification No. of GCSE in science

technological know how Transport efficiency Trips by  public transport

Environmental

To protect, enhance and manage Biodiversity Presence of key species

sustainably this basic resource Built environment Rehabilitated houses

in the regional and global Waste management % going to landfill

interest and for the benefit of Environmental business Number of related jobs

the people who live in it Energy efficiency No. of buildings “efficient”
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