
South Somerset’s settlement hierarchy workshop discussion paper March 
2011 – Response to objections to Policy SS2 and consequent recommendation 
 
Introduction 
This paper considers the responses to draft CS Policy SS2 ‘Development in Rural 
Settlements’, and any consequent recommendations that should be made to the 
policy.  There are clear links with the ‘re-instatement of development areas’ paper, in 
considering the policy approach to dealing with the numerous rural settlements 
where the principal for new development would be removed by identifying just 14 
settlements in the hierarchy. 
 
Summary of issues 
57 comments were made on Policy SS2, consisting of 12 in support, 30 objections 
and 15 observations.  The key issues raised are set out below: 
 
 The approach to Rural Settlements and areas is considered to lack a coherent 

strategy - Policies SS1 and SS2 anticipates growth of an indeterminate amount at 
unknown locations, and no attempt to plan for this at Rural Settlements is made.  
Acknowledgement of these growth needs within supporting text is welcomed 
(para 4.28-36), but fail to identify anticipated growth levels and the distribution of 
this growth within a policy. 

Response: acknowledge the potential uncertainty due to the strategy approach to 
rural settlements of an indeterminate scale of development at unknown locations.  
SS2 was drafted to ensure the development needs of the rural settlements can be 
met – the key will be how SS2 is interpreted.  Identify level of development to be 
delivered in Rural Settlements to help resolve this uncertainty. 
 
 Unless the application of Policy SS2 can be interpreted in a way which allows 

development to continue, rural communities will be sterilised and stifle economic 
and community development, where 50% of the population exist.  Core Strategy 
does not fully acknowledge the central objective enshrined in PPS3 to ensure 
that everyone has the opportunity of living in a decent home, which they can 
afford in a community in which they want to live.  Market housing is needed in 
rural areas too. 

Response: acknowledge that the potential uncertainty as a result of so many villages 
losing their development areas.  SS2 was drafted to ensure the development needs 
of the rural settlements can be met, whilst restricting the scale of such growth – the 
key will be how SS2 is interpreted.   
 
 Recognise flexibility, but not sure how Council will determine what is justified and 

commensurate to increase the sustainability of a settlement in any given location. 
Response: add further explanation to make clear what is ‘justified’ and 
‘commensurate’, and how development can increase the sustainability of a 
settlement. 
 
 Rural Settlements policy should identify settlements suitable for limited growth, 

and pro active criteria towards development based upon the supporting text in 
para 4.28-39, subject to a ceiling on overall growth (10% of existing 
settlement/cluster).  Site allocations and review of development area boundaries 
could then be considered in a later document. 

Response: acknowledge potential uncertainty in not specifically identifying the Rural 
Settlements by name, but SS2 was drafted to ensure the development needs of the 
rural settlements can be met, whilst restricting the scale of such growth – the key will 
be how SS2 is interpreted.  There is potential to do site allocations/review settlement 
boundaries in a separate Development Plan Document. 
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 Policy SS2 pre-supposes that growth will come about because the community will 

support it, this is naive as incomers will often not want their village to grow – 
without settlement boundaries future growth will depend on community support.   

Response: SS2 does not state that it is a requirement for community support to 
enable development to go ahead in rural settlements, although community support is 
obviously preferable.   
 
 There needs to be more flexibility in allowing development in SS2, otherwise 

some rural settlements will not remain sustainable, and areas within those 
villages that should be improved will deteriorate. Allowing only affordable housing 
due to the way in which residential development will be restricted, will mean that 
only wealthy incomers and those eligible for affordable housing will be able to 
come to live in a village - this will smother their vitality and viability. 

Response: SS2 does not restrict residential development in rural settlements to 
affordable housing only, although an element of affordable housing is likely to be 
required.  The criteria in SS2 allows development that will positively contribute to 
rural settlements, including promoting their vitality and viability. 
 
 There is a lack of reference to market housing in SS2 which implies that only 

affordable housing will be permitted in rural settlements.  However, it is unlikely 
that 100% affordable housing developments will be built due to lack of viability - 
Policy SS2 should be altered to state that mixed developments of affordable and 
market housing should be permitted in accordance with Policy HG4 where the 
other criteria for development in these areas can be fulfilled. 

Response: agree that viability is a key issue in delivering new development, but SS2 
as worded does allow for a mix of market and affordable housing providing it meets 
the relevant criteria as set out in the policy.   
 
 Affordable housing in isolation cannot increase the sustainability of a Rural 

Settlement.  There is a body of evidence supporting the fact that those in need of 
affordable housing are less likely to have access to a car, which could lead to 
accessibility and social exclusion issues.  Affordable housing in these locations 
should be delivered alongside the other types of development listed on the 
grounds of sustainability. 

Response: SS2 allows a mix of development, not just affordable housing.  Agree 
that accessibility and social exclusion are key issues in rural areas.   
 
 Language of the policy is extremely negative seeking to control and limit 

development where it delivers perceived community benefit and in particular 
affordable housing. What these settlements need is the ability to grow 
recognising the needs of all elements of the community and not excluding open 
market housing which is required and recognised in the Taylor Review. 

Response: the policy allows for market housing, as well as employment and 
community facilities, providing it meets the relevant criteria as set out in SS2. 
  
 SS2 is currently attempting to provide policy guidance on two disparate issues 

i.e. restrictive policy to be applied in the open countryside, and to permit 
development at Rural Settlements.  It would be more appropriate to use two 
policies, as the current approach neither provides developers with adequate 
confidence as to the likely outcome of a planning application at Rural Settlements 
to promote appropriate development, nor does it provide a restrictive enough 
stance in relation to preventing inappropriate development. 

Response: SS2 seeks to provide a flexible approach to development in rural 
settlements, but acknowledge potential uncertainty that this could cause.  A potential 
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option to overcome this is to identify ‘rural settlements’ by name where development 
will be acceptable in principle; and ‘open countryside’ to be dealt with by having a 
separate rural exception sites policy, as well as other ‘normal’ planning issues in the 
countryside e.g. agricultural workers dwellings. 
 
 Policy is confusing and conflicts with advice that Core Strategy policies should be 

concise.  Second part of policy beginning "Proposals for affordable housing solely 
on 'rural exception sites'" is superfluous as these settlements are by definition 
"open countryside".  The details of indicators to be used in defining local need 
should properly be the subject of a SPD that can more readily be kept up to date 
with national regulatory policies relating to housing need and affordable housing. 

Response:  agree that policy could be made clearer and more concise, and the 
potential confusion arising from the inclusion of the ‘rural exception site’ policy. 
 
 This policy will have negative impacts on rural tourism, jobs, agricultural small 

holdings, self build schemes, scope to erect low impact dwellings and people 
wishing to live a 'sustainable rural lifestyle'. 

Response: do not agree that the policy will preclude these types of development as 
SS2 does allow for these types of development in principle.  Development 
management policies consider the specific topics in more detail. 
 
 Policy needs to be more responsive to local opportunities and circumstances, 

suggest significantly revising SS2 to reflect the circumstances and locations 
where new growth may be contemplated (either because of what it provides, 
enables or supports or because of who brings it forward and supports it).   

Response: SS2 as worded promotes a local response to development i.e. 
development which is commensurate to the scale and nature of the settlement, and 
increase the sustainability of the settlement. 
 
 Policy is flawed and based on outdated assumptions of sustainability - the Taylor 

Review identifies that "one size fits all" approach to planning policy was 
inappropriate and cannot do justice to rural communities, recognising that there 
needs to be a balance between protecting the environment and allowing 
development.  The core strategy appears to prioritise reduce energy usage and 
emissions by transport use. 

Response:  SS2 seeks to allow flexibility by promoting a local response to 
development i.e. commensurate to the scale and nature of the settlement and 
increase the sustainability of the settlement, and is therefore not a “one size fits all” 
approach to development in rural settlements.   
 
Response to general issues 
Policy SS2 has caused some confusion, with several comments that affordable 
housing in isolation cannot increase the sustainability of rural settlements when, in 
actual fact, SS2 allows a mix of housing.  This point regarding a mix of housing 
should be made clearer in any revision of the policy.   
 
National policy1 states that in identifying broad locations for development, policies 
should take into account the need to provide housing in rural areas (not only in 
market towns and local service centres but also in villages) in order to enhance or 
maintain their sustainability.  This should (particularly in small rural settlements) 
consider the relationship between settlements so as to ensure growth is distributed in 
a way that supports informal social support networks, assist people to live near their 
work and benefit from key services, and minimise/improve environmental impact.  
                                                 
1 PPS 3: Housing. 
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Although the focus for new development should be existing towns and identified 
service centres, some new housing should be provided to meet identified local need 
in other villages.2   
 
Further guidance as to what settlements could constitute a ‘village’ is set out in the 
Structure Plan which states that many other settlements provide individual services, 
e.g. a single shop, post office, primary school or community hall, which should be 
designated as Villages.3  Additionally, in reviewing around 20 other core strategies, 
they have all set out a ‘village’ tier in hierarchy; and have a separate rural exception 
sites policy.   
 
Although not identifying them by name, Policy SS2 effectively represents a ‘village’ 
tier by enabling development in the Rural Settlements, subject to meeting the criteria 
set out in the policy.  An alternative approach of identifying villages and allowing infill 
development, akin to the current Local Plan, has been considered, but this would be 
difficult to justify in terms of the current identified settlement hierarchy and would not 
justify the argument for ubiquitous growth in rural settlements.  The current Local 
Plan approach has also led to a large proportion of dwellings outside the main 
settlements, with 22% of new dwellings being completed in ‘rural settlements’ 
between 2006-10, although this figure is 13% if houses under construction, 
committed, and allocated are taken into account (largely due to key site commitments 
not started e.g. Yeovil, Chard).  The SHLAA shows there is potential for a far higher 
proportion of dwellings to be delivered outside Yeovil, Market Towns and Rural 
Centres, identifying potential for around 8,300 dwellings in these rural areas.  Policy 
SS2 has been drafted to ensure the development needs of the rural settlements can 
be met, whilst restricting the scale of such growth to ensure development is 
concentrated at Yeovil, Market Towns and the Rural Centres. 
 
The Settlement Role and Function study informed the development of Policy SS2, 
and states that development could be appropriate for settlements not identified under 
RSS Development Policy C (Rural Centres), which could include:  

 supports rural diversification and provision of small scale employment 
opportunities in settlements with relatively high economically active 
population, a young population or limited sustainable transport opportunities; 

 maintains the viability of existing community services or adds justification for 
additional facility provision where there is an identified need;  

 meets identified affordable housing need.  
 
Recommendation 
Retain the approach set out in Policy SS2, but the following changes to are 
recommended to make the policy approach to dealing with rural settlements clearer, 
more coherent, more concise and provide greater certainty: 

 Identify the level of development that is expected to take place in the Rural 
Settlements tier. 

 Explain what is justified and commensurate in any given location. 
 Make it clearer that the policy allows a mix of market and affordable housing. 
 Further guidance/explanation as to how a development can be considered to 

increase the sustainability of a settlement.   
 Separate ‘rural exception site’ policy. 

 

                                                 
2 PPS 7: Sustainable Development in Rural Areas. 
3 The Somerset and Exmoor National Park Joint Structure Plan Review 1991-2011, para 
3.35. 
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