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An evaluation of spatial planning policy alignment in the Highlands and Islands

Clive Bowman

Centre for Mountain Studies, UHI
clive.bowman@perth.uhi.ac.uk
The Highlands and Islands of Scotland and other regions involved in the Spatial North project (INTERREG IIIB 2000 – 2006) are all peripheral and have a low, dispersed population in extensive rural areas, with poor accessibility to services. The project is looking at the application of spatial planning in relation to solution to these issues in particular. 
A strategic coordinated approach to spatial development, both cross-sectoral and across administrative boundaries is the key to avoiding potential conflicts, preventing unsatisfactory compromise, and delivering national policy at a local level. This paper summarises the current level of cross-sector coordination of strategic spatial plans relevant to the Highlands and Islands. It examines the alignment of 124 strategic plans from the EU to the local policy level; in their response to biodiversity, landscape. transport, IT communication, waste and water policy issues. It looks at the use of vision statements and targets in strategic spatial plans.

The study generally found a good level of alignment of the majority of strategic plans in the Highlands and Islands, based on a text examination; but are such findings a true reflection of a stakeholder organisation’s views or actions? This lead to a more detailed examination of the degree of alignment of an organisation's activities and implementation documents with its own strategic plan and other sectoral plans.

The use of visions and targets was found to be haphazard in strategic spatial plans within the Highlands and Islands. A further more detailed study of the benefits and forms of each of these aspects of a strategic plan was carried out to see how they can contribute to more effective aligned cross sector spatial plans.
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The use of Geographic Information Systems (GIS), as a tool for spatial data management and analysis, has made many inroads into the planning and policy making arenas. This paper reports on a preliminary investigation into GIS usage within Local Authorities (LAs) and Government Agencies, as part of a broader study into regional planning in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland. GIS usage is increasingly common place in the public sector due, largely, to the increased processing capabilities of desktop PCs and the affordability of GIS software packages. However, there are large setup costs associated with ‘Corporate GIS’ and training is expensive, though savings are made in the longer term due to increased working efficiency. There are many examples in the UK of effective uses being made of GIS software within LAs and Government Agencies. These uses are largely in data management and information presentation. Simple spatial querying is also exploited and many LAs offer web-enabled GIS facilities on their websites. Visualisation is a powerful way to communicate information, to analyse the visual impacts for development options and to engage the public in the planning process. This and other analytical capabilities of GIS are under-utilised by LAs and often, work has to be contracted out to consultants. Although there are more and more uses of GIS being made in the public sector the main obstacles at present are resources both in time and the availability of skilled specialists amongst current staff. Other issues have been identified that restrict data exploration and sharing, such as data agreements and disparities in methods of metadata management. Despite this, there is a trend within UK government towards ‘efficient-government’, transparency, freedom of information and the production of national Geographic Information Strategies which will all, it is hoped, contribute to the development of more high-end, policy forming applications of these tools.
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The Public Benefit Recording System (PBRS) is a GIS based approach that allows map based data management to examine social, economic and environmental benefit to integrate and optimise multiple benefits through targeted holistic intervention. The essential characteristic of its application in North West England is that the baseline geographic layer is formed from socio-economic data and uses components from the indices of deprivation (ODPM 2004). Information from this source has units defined by administrative boundaries but optional spatial filters such as Defra’s rural definitions can be added. This example illustrates the power of the technique to filter out urban data and identify scores within a rural index of deprivation. The second GIS layer is then used to provide thematic focus. An example of this layer is the plotting of cultural attributes in the Lake District including cultural associations, time depth and continuity, scenic and natural qualities and accessibility and openness of landscape. The concept model is then completed with a third layer identifying constraints and opportunities and a fourth layer records site attributes. 

In North West England this powerful technique has been applied to site based work in targeting woodland grant schemes and a pilot study was carried out to look at spatial analysis for targeting and monitoring agri-environment investment. It also has been used in a detailed way at landscape level to examine the case for and to identify a boundary to a possible World Heritage Site in the Lake District. 

In all of these cases the high potential of the technique was demonstrated but caution is needed where there are doubts about data sets. Additionally, causal relationships should not necessarily be inferred from map based correlations. 
Geographical  Solutions through Biosphere Reserves
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World Biosphere Reserves are designated through UNESCO and are more than a global accolade for high quality eco-systems, they are the on the ground manifestation of UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere Intergovernmental Science Programme.  This is a unique designation that encourages the local community to develop real solutions to the paradigm of sustainable development with the support of peers in other Biosphere Reserves around the world.  One essential benefit is the added value they bring to existing protected landscape and sites policies in the UK via "protection through co-operation".  A key factor in this success is their zoning system of core, support and co-operation areas.  

 

In the process of developing an application for the designation, GIS provides a very useful tool for illustrating relationships in terms of ecosystems, economic benefits and challenges and helping to define these areas and the potential they have to work with natural and human systems to account for change arising from a number of factors including habitat migration through climate change.

This presentation will re-cap on what a Biosphere Reserve is and give examples of how they work, illustrated by GIS data captured for North Devon's Biosphere Reserve and how they apply the principles of the Convention on Biological Diversity through the Ecosystem Approach. The presentation will show how Biosphere Reserves as a good demonstration of the approach in action delivering socio-economic benefits as well as environmental gains.
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Governing National Parks: Challenges for the Twenty First Century
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National parks have been an enduring feature of the landscape of rural governance in England and Wales over the last fifty years. They have emerged from being committees or boards of local authorities to become fully independent bodies, part local authority and part DEFRA agency. This hybridity of status reflects the ongoing responsibility to pursue their national purposes of conservation and recreation and the more recent inclusion of a duty to the socio- economic well being of resident communities. To a large extent their evolution as institutions of rural governance has been smooth as successive reports have recommended the gradual stepping up of NPA functions and size. To date this has been aided by the growing ascendancy of environmental and social issues in national and European rural policy. However, while the legitimacy and effectiveness of National Park Authorities as institutions is largely uncontested recent developments in local, national and European rural policy pose the question of whether the current institutional structure governing the national parks designation will endure into the future. In particular what are the challenges posed by their growing role in sustainable development, what will the creation of Natural England mean and what will be the longer term impacts of Common Agricultural Policy and Structural Funds reform? In this paper I examine the institutional and governance challenges that national park authorities in the UK face and consider future scenarios for their development.
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Climate change is seen as the major man-driven threat to our survival. The British government’s strategy for mitigation does not differentiate between the uplands and lowlands, but there are important opportunities and impacts that are characteristic only of the uplands.

The uplands offer unique and different renewable options to the lowlands, but energy extracted is often distant from the demand. The size of upland energy resources, how they may be exploited and at what cost are all important questions. We will assess potential of Cumbria’s uplands to generate power from wind, biomass, hydropower and heat pumps, and look at the interaction between the different sources and their environmental impact.

One other key factor when considering the uplands is the potential release of sequestered carbon to the atmosphere. Britain’s carbon inventory shows that most of the carbon that has been recently captured from the atmosphere is held in the soil, with peat soils, predominantly in the uplands, holding the bulk. Environmental and management shifts could turn this reservoir or sink of carbon into a major source that is far more damaging than any harvest we can extract from it. Not only do land use change options have to be gauged against the release of carbon from peat, but also the impact of climate change (warming and drying) which may naturally trigger an increase.

This paper uses Cumbria as an example to demonstrate the differences between uplands and lowlands and shows a number of options for energy exploitation and their consequences. The capacity from each resource is estimated and the confidence in the estimates along with the impact both on resources and the environment is presented. The value of upland sustainable sources of energy to support the local and wider population is discussed

Built Design in the Uplands (title tbc)
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Housing Affordability in the Uplands
Rachel Bland
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The price of housing in the Lake District National Park has increased greatly in recent years.  A number of factors have probably contributed to the rise: the national trend in rising house prices, a rise in the numbers willing and able to buy a second or holiday home in the National Park, and the difficulties in retaining control over new homes being built in the National Park.  Local incomes have not risen to the same extent and therefore the gap between what many local people can afford and what is required to buy a house has widened significantly 

Research* has found that £160,000 was the average price of a house in the Lake District National Park in 2004.  With £23,000 being the average household income in the National Park, this means the price to income ratio for the National Park is 6:1.  Mortgage companies tend to use a ratio of 3.5:1 as the maximum that can be borrowed.  

The research also found that over a fifth of all houses in the National Park are second homes, although the distribution of this varies.  Coniston for example has 40% of its houses used as second homes.  Research commissioned by Cumbria Rural Housing Trust** suggests that if more than 25% of the housing stock are second homes, it starts to have negative impacts on the maintenance of a healthy rural community. 

These problems are not unique to the National Park.  But, as a protected area, there are limited opportunities to develop sites to deliver housing to address these difficulties.  The high landscape value of our area also increases its attractiveness as the location for holiday homes, second homes, commuter homes and retirement homes.  This further compounds the affordability problem.  

We have therefore developed a suite of polices through the Joint Structure Plan which will ensure any new housing units will only be allowed where it is shown that that will contributing to meeting the housing needs of the locality.  This presentation will discuss the implementation of this policy in more detail.  

* A Social and Economic Profile of the Lake District National Park, Land Use Consultants, Sept 2004

** Housing an Effective Way to Sustain Rural Communities, Jacqui Blenkinship, Judith Gibbons, 2003
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