Sussex Coastal Towns Sub-Regional Study: Executive Summary

Background

The South East Plan will not only establish a clear strategic planning framework for the whole region but, where necessary and clearly justified, will also set out sub-regional policies to provide more detailed guidance for the preparation of local development documents, local transport plans, community strategies and other relevant programmes.

The Sussex Coastal Towns Study is one of a number of sub-regional studies that has been carried out to help the Regional Assembly decide whether there are particular cross-boundary issues that will require a distinct policy response in the South East Plan.

East Sussex County Council has acted as lead agency for the study which has been conducted with members and officers of the other local planning authorities in the sub-region, together with other Assembly partners and the support of the Assembly’s own officers.

The work has been completed in quite a short timescale as required by the programme for the South East Plan. As well as having to draw overwhelmingly upon existing strategies, studies and local knowledge/expertise, the study has not been able so far to take account of research information that has only very recently become available or which, in the case of the detailed 2001 Census journey-to-work data, has still to be published.

Whilst this executive summary highlights the key messages to emerge from the study, the main body of the report is presented in three parts:

· Part A presents a review of the key characteristics of the sub-region and the particular problems, issues and challenges it faces;

· Part B examines the implications of possible future scenarios for the Sussex coastal towns and how these may help to promote or hinder their long-term well-being in order to identify the main strategic choices facing the sub-region; and

· Part C outlines the main conclusions to be drawn from this work, their implications in terms of future policy directions for the Sussex coastal towns and the need for a distinct policy response in the South East Plan.

The priority need for economic development
This report concludes that the Sussex coastal towns share a number of very distinct social, economic and environmental attributes that, in combination, amount to a unique set of circumstances and issues demanding a tailored response. However, at the heart of the integrated sub-regional policies that will be required to deal with the particular issues identified must be an effective response to the central challenge faced – to promote the area’s sustainable economic regeneration and reduce the significant and long-standing disparities between the economic performance of the Sussex coastal towns (on a very wide range of key indicators) and the rest of the South East.

The study partners’ clear agreement to this imperative enabled them to define at an early stage of the work nine strategic objectives for the sub-region’s economic regeneration. These were originally drawn up in the light of the results of two ‘SWOT’ exercises (undertaken by members, officers and other partners to the study) and the main themes to emerge from the four Area Investment Frameworks that have recently been prepared for different parts of the sub-region.

The agreed strategic economic objectives for the sub-region (in no priority order) aim to:

· encourage business development and enterprise and raise aspirations;

· encourage growth sectors of the economy, retain existing firms and attract inward investment;

· raise skill levels of the current and future workforce to match the needs of the economy in all sectors;

· achieve a better balance between labour supply and demand and increase the quality of jobs;

· ensure a high quality transport infrastructure for the movement of people and goods that enables the sub-region to integrate and compete effectively with the rest of the South East;

· promote the increased availability and use of broadband ICT connectivity for high speed information transfer;

· maintain and enhance the quality of life, environment and cultural assets;

· enable the supply and quality of sites and premises for business to match its requirements and allow the economy to grow and prosper; and

· reduce economic deprivation, crime and social exclusion and improve the health of local communities.

Whilst there is widespread and strong support for promoting sustainable economic development, there is also a clear recognition amongst study partners that good land-use planning alone cannot solve the serious problems confronting the coastal towns. This will require truly integrated spatial planning that is equally focused on both policy and implementation in promoting action on a broad front by a wide range of agencies in accordance with an agreed and coherent vision.

Main conclusions of the study

The key conclusions to emerge from the work undertaken are outlined below and suggest future directions for policy that will need to be developed in further work.

There is a broad consensus that the sub-region needs to increase the priority given to economic regeneration by taking a more positive approach to economic growth. However there is less certainty about the associated scale of employment growth that will be needed, or indeed possible, to help achieve this.

· To help the coastal towns regenerate new economic development sites and activity need to be located close to them but the scope to achieve this without affecting environmental constraints varies across the sub-region.

Much better standards of transport infrastructure and services are vital to delivering improvements in sustainable economic development both now and in the future. 

· Existing deficiencies in the strategic transport network, particularly on the A27/A259, are already holding up the delivery of development in current structure and local plans.

· Further major infrastructure investment, particularly on east-west road and rail routes, will be needed to achieve the step change in economic performance that is sought. In conjunction with demand management measures and local transport schemes (including improved support for buses, walking and cycling whilst encouraging more sustainable travel behaviour), this should help the area achieve a better balance of labour supply and demand within the sub-region by reducing the impact of its peripherality and increasing its attractions as a prospective business location.

There is now only very limited scope for further development in sustainable locations close to the coastal towns and the extensive environmental constraints surrounding them are tightening.

· The sub-region is highly constrained by the sea to the south and extensive environmental constraints to the north and around edges of most towns. This has forced development to take place in an east-west direction whilst maintaining the separate identity of the coastal towns that are linked by the A27/A259 and railway.

· The proposed South Downs National Park would add more new highly protected land than it would remove from the existing Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) and the longer-term impacts of climate change are likely to both extend the areas exposed to flood risk and increase the level of risk. 

Given these increasing constraints on further development, greater priority should be given to economic development over housing development to achieve a better future balance between the quality and quantity of jobs available in the sub-region and labour supply.

· The sub-region as a whole is a substantial net exporter of labour and virtually all of the coastal towns now experience more out-commuting than in-commuting (although the detailed patterns of current movements are not yet known). 

· The age structure of the area’s population means that, overall, more households are dying than are being formed amongst existing residents. Consequently, the area has virtually no locally generated demand for additional housing development. In pure numerical terms, all the demand for extra housing arises as a consequence of the net inflow of people wanting to move into the sub-region to live.

· The sub-region needs to find or create some scope to provide better sites and premises for economic development close to the coastal towns in order to attract, retain and grow profitable businesses. This process will have to address the difficult issue of whether this may need to be at the expense of some environmental constraints in some locations.

As far as further housing development is concerned, the priority must be addressing the issue of affordability.

· Whilst in quantitative terms the demand for additional housing is generated by people who want to move to the sub-region, the fact that private housing costs are very high relative to local earnings gives rise to significant problems of access to decent, affordable housing for some existing and newly forming households.

· Additionally, a shortage of skilled workers has been identified as an important constraint facing some local businesses, whilst similar difficulties in attracting key workers to essential public services is also a major concern for the sub-region. In both cases, the (lack of) affordability of housing in the coastal towns is a major factor.

It would be very difficult to accommodate even a continuation of RPG9 rates of housing development to 2026 in any sustainable way without encroaching into environmentally protected areas or pushing development further inland.

· Development opportunities in the central part of the sub-region are extremely restricted, but some scope in the east and west is evident. However, more detailed assessments will be necessary to quantify this.

· We do not believe there is a case for relaxing environmental constraints to accommodate further housing provision but, as highlighted above, there is an issue as to whether they should be relaxed in some locations for economic development.

· Focussing development further inland would be more likely to damage than aid the sub-region’s regeneration by siphoning off economic development and enterprises that might otherwise choose to locate, start up or remain in the coastal towns.

· Because of the additional constraint imposed by the High Weald AONB further north, the inland Low Weald north of the coastal towns will itself come under further pressure for development from areas such as Crawley/Gatwick in addition to its own local needs. 

We have serious doubts about the sub-region’s long-term ability to continue to deliver housing development within the towns at the same rate as in the recent past.

· As a result of the tightness of environmental constraints, the towns have been intensifying within their boundaries for many years and densities are already high.

· More aggressive policies and even higher densities would be necessary to maintain these rates to 2026, but there are concerns about the quality of life and congestion in towns that would result.

· There is a need to protect existing employment sites from development for other uses, especially housing.

· Urban capacity needs to be carefully assessed. 

The impact of climate change questions the wisdom of intensifying development within urban areas already at some risk to flooding and also begs the question about what remedial measures or actions we should now be taking to adapt to these changes.

Any strategy for the regeneration of the Sussex coastal towns must also meet communities’ social and environmental needs for the provision of green/open space and community centres etc.

· The importance being afforded economic regeneration objectives should not obscure the need to simultaneously promote social and environmental well-being to achieve lasting improvements in residents’, employees’ and visitors’ overall quality of life.

Finally, the more buoyant Crawley/Gatwick area offers no panacea for resolving the economic problems of the Sussex coastal towns. The degree of uncertainty regarding future growth rates at Crawley/Gatwick also means that it would be unwise to build a strategy for the coastal towns that relies upon it. 

· Crawley/Gatwick cannot provide the employment to solve the deficiencies in the coastal towns economy and neither is there scope in the coastal towns sub-region to provide more housing to supply labour for the Crawley/Gatwick economy.

· The north-south transport links remain important in facilitating the existing two-way flow of labour between Brighton & Hove and the Crawley/Gatwick area and for helping to develop business (including tourist) links.

· Each sub-region needs its own distinctive strategy to address its own issues, though opportunities for each to complement the other should be taken. However, it is probably in implementation where the most co-ordination between sub-regions is needed.

Towards a strategy for the Sussex coastal towns

Given the structural weakness and chronic poor performance of the local economy, the combination of tightening development constraints and the absence of any locally generated demand for additional housing suggests that the sub-region needs to give greater future priority to economic growth than further housing development if it is to achieve a more sustainable balance and reduce disparities with the rest of the South East.

The vulnerability of the economy also strongly suggests that any strategy should be economic development led, with future housing provision being more closely tied to a level that the economy can sustain. At the same time, it is very difficult to see how economic regeneration can be stimulated sufficiently without greater investment in transport infrastructure and services and the possible relaxation of environmental constraints in some locations.

However, what is clear is that nowhere else in the South East region appears to be faced with the same pressures, problems and limitations as confronting the Sussex coastal towns. It is the combination and cumulative impact of these unusual circumstances acting together that makes the area so unique and gives rise to such a distinct set of issues that need to be addressed sub-regionally. The partners to the study therefore strongly believe that the particular nature, extent and seriousness of the challenges facing the Sussex coastal towns must be met with a distinct and coherent sub-regional strategy response in the South East Plan.
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Introduction and background

Existing Regional Planning Guidance

i
Existing Regional Planning Guidance for the South East (RPG9) identifies the Sussex coastal towns from Shoreham Harbour to Hastings as one of the region’s Priority Areas for Economic Regeneration (PAER). This reflects the recognition that the South East is not uniformly prosperous but actually contains some quite substantial and regionally significant areas of deprivation. Relevant extracts from RPG9 are included in Appendix 1.

ii
As RPG9 also makes clear, each PAER has its own distinct set of problems that demand individually tailored responses to raise their economic performance and spread prosperity more equitably around the region. Such challenges demand an integrated, partnership-based approach that aims to properly co-ordinate the strategies, action plans and investment programmes of all the national, regional and local agencies involved in the area’s regeneration. Strategic planning policies have a crucial role to play in this, not least in highlighting those areas where such a comprehensive approach is needed and signalling to other agencies that they should be afforded high priority.

The South East Plan

iii
Through the review of RPG9, the new South East Plan will establish a coherent spatial planning framework for the region to 2026. However, with the demise of structure plans, it is now even more important that such regional spatial strategies also present more focused sub-regional guidance where needed – especially for those areas requiring a special policy response to strategic cross-boundary issues.

iv
To assist with the preparation of the South East Plan, the South East England Regional Assembly (SEERA) has therefore identified a number of sub-regional areas for further study. These studies will draw largely on existing technical work and are intended to explore whether all or part of the sub-region should be covered by a particular sub-regional strategy (or specific policies) in the South East Plan. A map of these broad sub-regional study areas is included as Appendix 2.

v
The Sussex Coastal Towns were selected as one of these sub-regional study areas largely because of the identification in RPG9 of the ‘Sussex Coast and Towns’ as a PAER. However, at an earlier stage of the process leading to the current RPG9, SERPLAN (the South East Regional Planning Conference, as was) had originally proposed that the other coastal towns in West Sussex, west of Shoreham Harbour, should also form part of the PAER. SEEDA’s current Regional Economic Strategy also identifies the whole of the Sussex coast as a priority regeneration area. It therefore seemed appropriate to include all of the towns along the Sussex coast at the outset of the present study.

The study details

vi
The study area extends along the whole of the Sussex coast from the boundary with Hamsphire in the west to that with Kent in the east. Broadly, it includes the individual towns along or south of the A27/A259 corridor. It also adjoins two other sub-regional study areas: the Eastern Dorset, South Hampshire and Isle of Wight study area in the west; and the Crawley/Gatwick/A23 Corridor sub-regional study area running northwards to the London fringe.

vii
The northern limits of the area have not been defined precisely as the study also needs to consider the relationships between the towns and their broader rural hinterland.

Figure 1 – Indicative map of the study area
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viii
The particular towns included in the study area are shown in the table below, together with details of the district and county they are in (where relevant).

Table 1 – Definition of the study area

	Towns
	Districts
	County

	East and West Wittering

Chichester

Selsey
	Chichester (part)
	West Sussex

	Arundel

Bognor Regis

Littlehampton
	Arun (all)
	West Sussex

	Worthing
	Worthing (all)
	West Sussex

	Lancing

Shoreham

Sompting

Southwick
	Adur (all)
	West Sussex

	Brighton & Hove
	Brighton & Hove (all)
	n/a

	Lewes

Peacehaven/Telscombe

Newhaven

Seaford
	Lewes
	East Sussex

	Eastbourne/Polegate/Willingdon
	Eastbourne (all) + part of Wealden
	East Sussex

	Hailsham
	Wealden (part)
	East Sussex

	Bexhill

Rye
	Rother (part)
	East Sussex

	Hastings
	Hastings (all)
	East Sussex


ix
Work on the study has been guided by a Members Steering Group (MSG) chaired by Councillor Tony Reid (East Sussex CC), assisted by an Officers Advisory Group (OAG) chaired by Alistair Robson (East Sussex CC). These groups involve representatives of all the planning authorities within the sub-region, the Regional Assembly and the Government Office, together with representatives of economic, community and environmental partners.

x
On a day-to-day basis, the bulk of the background technical work has been undertaken by a smaller Technical Co-ordinating Group (TCG) of officers from the three strategic planning authorities in the sub-region, with East Sussex CC taking a lead role. A wider Reference Group of important local stakeholders and other key interests has also been informed of the study and given the opportunity (albeit limited by time) to comment on a draft of this final report. Details of the organisations/representatives participating in the various study groups are given in Appendix 3.

xi
A copy of the agreed study brief is attached as Appendix 4. This follows SEERA’s proposed standard format and was finalised just before Christmas following discussions at the first meetings in December of the OAG and MSG.

xii
Given the Regional Assembly’s overriding requirement to receive a final report at the beginning of April 2004, the study has had to be conducted to a very short timescale. Inevitably, although every effort has been made to draw upon existing strategies, studies, local knowledge and expertise, this has acted as some constraint on the breadth and depth of work undertaken. It has also meant that potentially critical data and other research information – for example, on labour demand/supply forecasts and current commuting patterns  – has not yet become available and may require further work beyond the April submission of this report.
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