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DEVELOPMENT WATCH SUBMISSION

on the

DRAFT STATEMENT OF PROPOSALS

for a

NEW PLANNING SCHEME FOR THE SUNSHINE COAST

Council is to be commended for adopting a vision and Corporate Plan that reflects the wishes of a clear majority of residents. However, given an undemonstrated government commitment to ecological sustainability and the Department of Infrastructure and Planning and its Minister now having increased planning powers, achievement of this vision could prove difficult.  Development Watch appreciates the opportunity to participate in the development of a new planning scheme for the Sunshine Coast.
POTENTIAL CONFLICT WITH THE STATE

Development Watch is very concerned that the issue of a conflict between the Draft Statement of Proposals (SoP) and the South East Queensland Regional Plan (SEQRP) is an unavoidable issue and should therefore be neutralised early in the SoP.  In our view it should be done so that Council does not appear to be simply defiant of compliance with the SEQRP.  For example in SoP “Managing Growth” on Page 15, a reference is made to the SEQRP population target which the SoP indicates will not “be pursued at any cost.”  We fear this, and other stands, may be counter-productively confrontational.  

If, however, it is asserted respectfully at the outset that the SEQRP must also embrace the stated purposes of the Integrated Planning Act 1997, and after 18 December, the Sustainable Planning Act 2009 (SPA), the resistance to the target and any other disputed matter may be expressed as a difference of opinion on whether the SEQRP directive meets the purpose’s criteria.  In the example given, Council and the community think there are a number of ultimately unassailable arguments to demonstrate that the target is not ecologically sustainable.   One of those arguments emerges from the SEQRP itself, which sets a target of increasing the number of dwellings in SEQ by 2031of 50% over the 2006 figure.
  However, Table 3 of the SEQRP, reproduced on page 5 of this submission, shows an increase of 75% for the Sunshine Coast.  Accordingly it could be argued at least that a required 75% increase in dwellings does not advance the Act’s purpose.  If Council’s arguments are compelling, appropriate SEQRP amendment(s) must presumably follow.

We suggest it would be no answer if the Government argued that the SEQRP prevails over the Sunshine Coast Regional Council (SCRC) Plan under the IPA and subsequently the SPA.  The IPA provision reads as follows:  

“For this Act, to the extent there is an inconsistency between a regional plan and any other plan, policy or code under an Act of a planning nature, including any other planning instrument, the regional plan prevails.” 
 
The SPA provision continues the SEQRP dominance.

The reason we say that these “inconsistency”  provisions are no answer is that it is reasonable to assume the State sponsored plans must be ones that are in compliance with the legislation.  They would otherwise surely be unauthorised documents in which case the “inconsistency” provisions do not apply.

By way of illustration of the point, we refer to a recent newspaper article regarding a Call In by the current Planning Minister in relation to a Mackay development. 
  Legal recourse was apparently taken to overturn the Minister’s decision.  The report indicates the action was successful with the Supreme Court ruling the Minister’s decision was unlawful and had no effect because it breached the rules of procedural fairness.  It is reported that the Minister is appealing the decision.  However, regardless of the outcome it is clear that Governments and their agents are just as obliged to act in accordance with rules under the law that apply to them as everyone else is.  

Our other comments on the SoP follow.  They are ordered in the same sequence as the SoP.  Unfortunately, time constraints and the limited capacity of our community group to respond to some issues means that some comments are brief.

PREAMBLE

Carrying Capacity

We commend the emphasis given to the determination of carrying capacity for the region as a precursor to growth planning.  The growth targets set by the SEQRP are unacceptably high by any measure and, surely, can only be met by seriously compromising Council’s vision for the Region. 

As indicated above, the SEQRP sets a target of increasing the number of dwellings in SEQ by 2031of 50% over the 2006 figure.  However, analysis of the target figures supplied
 shows that the State requires a SEQ increase of 67%, not 50%, with the Sunshine Coast required to shoulder a disproportionate burden of a 75% increase above its 2006 density.  Council must urgently undertake its assessment of carrying capacity so that the results can be used to inform the formulation of, for example, building height limits and other character elements of the planning area precincts.  We urge Council not to accept without question the SEQRP targets for this process.

When determining the carrying capacity of the Region, we ask that the following additional constraints to growth be included:

· the character and liveability of the future place being created; and

· the economic ability of the Region to support the maintenance of our human, social and built capital.

SECTION 1 – INTRODUCTION

Section 1.6 - The Consultation Process

Development Watch congratulates Council on the community consultation process it has initiated for the development of its Statement of Proposals.  Given the time constraints imposed by requiring the introduction of a new planning scheme for the Sunshine Coast by early 2012
, the volume of written material provided, the ‘roadshows’ and consultative meetings demonstrates Council’s commitment and is impressive.  We do, however, believe the consultation process that is planned from this point forward is flawed.

In the Corporate Plan, the theme of ‘Great Governance’ is expanded to acknowledge the importance of community consultation as a means of developing community trust.
  We believe that the future consultation process planned by Council for the development of the new planning scheme falls too far short of this aspiration.  In our view, shared by a number of other local organisations, Council needs to introduce another round of consultation into the process to achieve “Great Governance”.

Development Watch acknowledges that IPA requires public consultation on the development of a new planning scheme at two points only; namely, during the development of the SoP and then after the State interest check of the draft planning scheme.  It would seem Council intends to limit consultation to these specified times.
  Development Watch is most concerned that community input on the vision and desired character elements for planning areas and precincts will only be sought “after the fact”.  That is, these elements will be drafted and accepted by the State before the public is invited to comment.  Prior community consultation could be essential to ensuring the draft planning scheme is in optimal shape prior to lodgement.

We strongly believe that the community will not, and will not be convinced to, see Council’s intended approach to consultation as “Great Governance”.  There are four major aspects that we believe drive the imperative of conducting an additional round of consultation before the State interest check.

1. The State requires that a minimum of 37,000 infill dwellings be constructed on the Sunshine Coast by 2031.
  Although some of this requirement may be absorbed with minimum adverse effect on the character of the Sunshine Coast, much of this infill will affect the amenity of existing residents.  The planning staff’s proposals for accommodating this infill will be of great interest to, and therefore should be discussed with, the community.

2. A large number of community members would/will be aware of any deficiencies in the existing planning schemes that apply to the planning area and precinct in which they live.  The current timetable requires Council staff to use these existing planning schemes as the basis for drafting new statements of vision and key character elements without reference to the community.  That should be rectified.

3. Introduction of the new planning scheme will inevitably mean entirely new boundaries for planning areas and precincts throughout the Sunshine Coast.  This means that for many residents, the vision and key character elements for their locality will change.   They should be consulted about the acceptability of these changes.

4
The policies and discussion papers presently before the community for comment are, necessarily, high-level documents.  However, most people would have difficulty in visualizing from those documents the impacts of the proposed policies on their locality.  Encouraging the community to participate in the formulation of planning area/precinct vision and character elements would keep faith with the community.  It could also elicit innovative perspectives that would contribute to the development of a superior planning scheme.

. 

The advent of this Council to management of the Sunshine Coast region was greeted with overwhelming and, it has transpired, well-deserved enthusiasm.  Residents were confident it would actually implement a council/resident dialogue and follow through.  For the most part this has occurred.  In the interests of an enduring council/community partnership and the realisation of Council’s vision in the Statement of Proposals we urge you to undertake the community consultation we have suggested above.

SECTION 2 – KEY CHALLENGES FOR THE SUNSHINE COAST

Section 2.1.  Ensuring that Population Growth is Sustainable

Development Watch recognizes that the SEQRP imposes a requirement that Council plan for a Regional population increase to around 500,000 people by 2031.  This is to be done by planning for an additional 97,000 dwellings on the Sunshine Coast, as shown in Table 3 of the SEQRP, reproduced here.
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As indicated above, the SoP introduces a conflict with the SEQRP as it states, “… it is not intended that this [the population target] be pursued at any cost.”
  At the start of this submission, we have suggested a strategy to minimize the likelihood of conflict.

To attribute the high growth targets imposed on the Sunshine Coast properly, a number of sentences in the SoP need minor revision.  Here are two examples:

· “The South East Queensland Regional Plan2009 (SEQ Regional Plan 2009), a regional planning instrument prepared by the State government, provides that the permanent population of the Sunshine Coast is to grow from 295,000 in 2006 to approximately 497,000 by 2031.”
  The words “provides that” should be replaced by “predicts”.

· “The SEQ Regional Plan 2009 has a planning horizon to 2031 and forecasts a requirement for an additional 98,000 dwellings to be provided on the Sunshine Coast by 2031.”
  The words “forecasts a requirement for” should be deleted and replaced by “requires”.

There is an underlying assumption in this section that the present population is sustainable and the section also suggests that further growth will take place. These are unsupported assertions given that Council has yet to complete its analysis of the regional carrying capacity and they appear incompatible with achievement of the vision set out in its Corporate Plan.  Perhaps it would be useful for Council to underscore its concerns about carrying capacity to say it already has concerns about existing capacity.
Council recognizes that visitor numbers will continue to grow.  The impact of tourist growth (both by intra- and inter-regional visitors) could adversely affect the character and liveability of many areas in the Region.  Construction of infrastructure to house, feed and park these visitors can lead to “tourist blight”, a phenomenon that is likely to destroy the attributes of the Sunshine Coast that visitors come here to enjoy.  Council must determine a tourism carrying capacity for the Region.

Section 2.3 - Strengthening our Economy
Reference is made to the importance of construction activities to retaining and expanding the current economic base.  We agree that construction activities that support business, tourism and population increase are important.  However, continued speculative residential development formerly rampart in Maroochy Shire and Caloundra City needs to be discouraged.  Such action would put brakes on the current boom/bust economic roller coaster that has been common to Maroochy, Caloundra and the Gold Coast since the early 1990s. 

SECTION 3 – PLANNING FOR A SUSTAINABLE SUNSHINE COAST

Section 3.1 - Defining Sustainability for the Sunshine Coast

For consistency with recognized principles, Council should at the outset acknowledge whether its sustainability principles are guided by a commitment to International and Federal guidelines, strategies and legislation.  Examples of these are:

The Bruntland Report, Our Common Future (from World Commission on Environment and Development 1987)

Rio Declaration and Local Agenda 21 (from Rio Earth Summit in 1992)

Australia’s National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development (1992)

Melbourne Principles for Sustainable Cities (United Nations Environment Programme 2002)

If Council is in fact guided by these documents, then it follows that one of the definitions used in these documents should be those followed by Council.  For example:

· The Brundtland Commission defines “Sustainable Development” as 'development that meets the needs of the present, without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs'.  
· Australia’s National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development 1992 defines ecologically sustainable development as ‘using, conserving and enhancing the community’s resources so that ecological processes, on which life depends, are maintained, and the total quality of life, now and in the future, can be increased’.

Council introduces another definition, as it considers that sustainable development means “activities, practices and systems that are able to continue indefinitely which strengthen the economy, enhance the natural environment and protect the character and identity of communities”.

Development Watch believes that there should not be a proliferation of definitions and that one of these higher-level definitions should be used.  We prefer the Brundtland definition as it has now been carried through to the 2002 Melbourne Principles for Sustainable Cities.  We note that a great number of local governments in Australia have now adopted the Melbourne document’s principles on which to build their sustainability policies.

Section 3.2 - Draft Planning Vision for a Sustainable Sunshine Coast

We compliment Council on formulating this vision.

SECTION 4 – SUPPORTING THEMES

Section 4.1 - Managing Growth
In “Key Principles for Managing Growth” (page 17) an additional principle of user pays should be added.  It should state that Council’s adoption of the principle of user pays is to apply to all proponents of future development on the Sunshine Coast.  This would enhance the achievement of outcomes envisaged in the Corporate Plan. This principle should apply for payments (or alternative provision of compensation) to the local community for all negative externalities relating to development.  Examples of these negatives are loss of open space and visual amenity, use and/or degradation of ecosystem services such as clean air and water, losses of native flora and fauna and consequent loss of biodiversity etc. It is only by adoption of full user pay principles that future development can become sustainable and ongoing pressures of inappropriate development be allayed.
Section 4.2 - Robust Economy

Coolum Beach is not a District Activity Centre and is not included in the list of such centres in this Section
.  However, the included map designates Coolum Beach as a District Activity Centre.  This designation should be removed.

The glossary at the end of the SoP includes a definition of Regional Activity Centre but not of other centres in the hierarchy.  This omission should be rectified.

Section 4.3 - Ecological Sustainability

References are made to reductions of the per capita ecological footprint.  This is an unsatisfactory goal as population increase may negate any per capita improvement.  Council should base its future target on a real reduction in the ecological footprint for the Region, based on an analysis of the Region’s ecological footprint in a recent year.

Reference is made in the section on Accessibility and Connectedness to “ecological offset requirements”.  Council must ensure that any offsets are designed so that biodiversity is protected and maintained.  A statement to this effect should be included in this section.

Section 4.4 - Health and Wellbeing

The proper delivery of community health services, particularly by hospitals, is seriously compromised when population growth outstrips the provision of such services.  The delay in State funding for a new hospital for the Sunshine Coast will exacerbate the difficulties already encountered in providing health care for the community.  This section of the SoP should include commitments to restrict population growth until adequate health services are provided. 

Section 4.6 - Accessibility and Connectedness

This section should include a commitment to improve public transport services for the elderly.

SUBMISSION CONCLUSION

Development Watch embraces the general thrust of the Draft Statement of Proposals and it believes the document will form a sound basis for a new planning scheme.  We have expressed serious concerns about the likelihood of conflict with the requirements of the SEQRP and about the future consultation process for the formulation of the scheme.  We have also provided a number of suggestions that we believe will not only strengthen the document but will align it more closely with the vision expressed in the Corporate Plan.
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B. K. Raison
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