Strategic Environmental Assessment of the

Proposed Amendments to the Draft Longford Town Development Plan 2009
Introduction

A Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) is being carried out for the Draft Longford Development Plan 2009. To date an Environmental Report has been prepared on the Public Draft Development Plan. This stage of the development plan process is an environmental assessment of the proposed amendments to the Draft Plan.

This document should be read in conjunction with the Public Draft Strategic Environmental Assessment Environmental Report published in 2008 and the Proposed Amendments of the Draft Development Plan.

This document is a review of the policy changes proposed and an assessment of their likely impact on the receiving environment.  Each has been dealt with in turn and assessed individually.  Furthermore, a number of changes to the plan, apart from policy amendments are proposed.  The SEA team, working on behalf of Longford Town Council has reviewed those amendments and in conclusion considers them to provide clarification on a number of important and relevant issues relating to the development of the town over the Plan’s lifetime.   As a result it is not proposed to make any amendments to the Environmental Report on foot of the changes to the Plan with the exception of the revised, new policies which will, if approved, be combined into the assessment matrix.

Strategic Environmental Assessment

The EU Directive on Strategic Environmental Assessment or SEA (Directive 2002/42/EC) came into force in July 2001 and requires Member States of the EU to assess the likely significant
 environmental effects of plans and programmes prior to their adoption thus providing for the assessment of strategic environmental considerations at an early stage of the decision making process.  

Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) is the formal, systematic evaluation of the likely significant effects of implementing a plan or programme, during the preparation period of the plan or programme, and before a decision is made to formally adopt it.  The SEA process thereby assists in and improves the quality of the plan making process by;

· Facilitating the identification and appraisal of alternative plan strategies;

· Raising awareness of the environmental impacts of plans; and

· Encouraging the inclusion of measurable targets and indicators.

A SEA of the Longford Town Development Plan 2009 is a mandatory requirement and is being carried out in accordance with the provisions of the SEA Regulations.  While the Environmental Report and the Development Plan are two separate documents they should be read in conjunction with each other.

All material amendments proposed to the Draft Plan, including those contained within the Manager’s Report, are subject to the procedures of the SEA process. There is a requirement that each amendment is systematically appraised to determine the likely significant effect on the environment of implementing the policy.  This is detailed in the following report.  To avoid excessive duplication, this report provides comment on the proposed amendments to the Draft Plan 
The Draft Longford Town Development Plan 2009

Under the Planning and Development Act, 2000, each planning authority must prepare a development plan for its functional area every 6 years.  The Town Development Plan will be the new statutory plan for the town and will be in operation from 2010-2016.  This plan, once adopted will supersede the previous plan 2004 – 2010.

The plan has two main purposes, firstly to provide a framework of acceptable uses within the town, defining acceptable forms of development and where it should be directed, and secondly to provide a detailed basis for the promotion and control of development.

The overall strategy is made up of Core Aims underpinned by Development Plan Goals, which ultimately inform policy and objectives. The Core Aims of the Development Plan are as follows:

· To provide a framework for the proper planning and sustainable development of the Town over the plan period. 

· To build on the unprecedented growth which has occurred over recent years and maximise the economic and social benefits that can be achieved from this in a manner which is compatible with the principles of sustainable development.

· To secure the future vitality and viability of Longford Town through optimising the Town’s economic, social and physical development. 

Following on from the Core Aims, a set of Development Plan Goals have been identified, which will inform the policies and objectives throughout the plan. The Development Plan Goals are as follows: 

· To formulate a framework for the future sustainable development of Longford Town in a co-ordinated manner, while simultaneously conserving the Town’s unique character, form, heritage and amenity. 

· To encourage and promote the use of alternative transport modes to the private car, in particular, through the enhancement of the pedestrian environment throughout the town and its environs.

· To ensure that the policies, aims and objectives of the Town Plan which compliment and work in tandem with the current Longford County Development Plan.

· To promote and enhance the role of Longford Town as the commercial, retail, service and industrial centre of the County and to protect the Town from any proposals which may detract from its position as a County/Regional Centre. 

· To promote the development of Longford Town as a balanced settlement with residential areas existing in harmony with commercial and industrial activities and retaining its role as the main service centre for the Upper Midland region. 

· To direct and encourage economic growth towards Longford Town, facilitating its development and consolidating its position as one of the main service centres of the upper midland region. 

· To increase the rate of employment creation and enlarging the employment base of the Town. 

· To concentrate future development within the Town and on zoned land so as to consolidate development and to aid in the provision of public transport.  

· To support the regeneration and redevelopment of run down and derelict areas within the Town and environs. 

· To facilitate the development of an attractive and vibrant Town Centre that provides for current needs and potential future demands in the face of recent unprecedented growth. 

· To create sustainable, high quality residential and commercial environments – attractive, vibrant and safe places which function effectively. 

· To ensure the orderly and balanced use of resources and to provide for sufficient housing, employment and recreational facilities.

· To identify elements of key importance to the unique identity and character of Longford Town, and enhance, conserve and/or protect these as appropriate.

· To translate relevant national and regional policy, guidelines, strategies and regulations to a County and local level.

· To work with the strategy for the economic, social and cultural development in Longford Town and County

· To promote and enhance the role of Longford Town as a centre of regional importance in terms of services, employment, settlement and economic activity.

Sustainable Development

The core aim of the Development Plan Strategy is to provide a framework for the proper planning and sustainable development of the Town. 

Sustainable development policy will be promoted in accordance with national and regional guidelines. This shall be achieved through the concentration of infrastructural investment in order to facilitate maximum benefit from capital input, the minimisation of greenhouse gas emissions and the preservation of the quality and character of the environment. There is also recognition of the need to diversify and facilitate the provision of increased employment generating uses. 

Proposed amendments of the Environmental Report

This section of the addendum details proposed amendments to the SEA Environmental Report arising from submissions received during the public consultation phase that relate directly to the Environmental Report. 

In accordance with the SEA Directive an assessment of the effects of implementing the plan was provided. It is granted that the terminology used in describing the assessment should be expanded upon to include the following; secondary, cumulative, synergistic, short, medium and long terms, permanent and temporary, positive and negative, where appropriate. To this end the assessment contained in Chapter 7 has been amended to include the terms above where necessary. This is attached below. 
Chapter Seven – Assessment of TDP

Introduction

This chapter of the SEA is a summary of the larger assessment of the policies and objectives of the Draft Development contained in Appendix 1. Each of the policies and objectives have been assessed against the environmental objectives detailed in Chapter 5 and each of the environmental topics are represented in the matrix by the symbols shown in Chapter 5 also. It should be noted that the category of Human Beings addresses how the objectives and policies of the Development Plan will impact on the population of the county, both positively and negatively. Where an aspect of the environment relates to and overlaps with the broad issue of human health such as air quality or water quality, this aspect of the ‘human health’ is addressed under that topic.

The results of the assessment are tabulated and the following rating system is used to indicate environmental impacts.
Positive impact Negative impact Neutral impact

Indirect positive impact Indirect negative impact Uncertain

Positive Impact – A change which improves the quality of the environment.

Neutral Impact - A change which does not affect the quality of the environment.

Negative impact – A change which reduces or lessens the quality of the environment.

Uncertain – The scale and nature of the impact, either positive or negative cannot be determined at this stage.

Issues of Concern

At the outset of the process and during the scoping stage of the Strategic Environmental Assessment, a number of specific issues were raised which were of immediate concern for the process and are critical to the sustainable development of the town. The issues highlighted and discussed in Chapter 2 of this Environmental Report are;

• Traffic congestion;

• Wastewater treatment;

• Flooding; and

• Water supplies.

These issues have been comprehensively addressed and are addressed specifically in Table 2.

Furthermore, a number of specific threats were identified during the baseline assessment of the existing environment. Again these issues have been addressed in the Plan and are summarized in Table 3.

Environmental Assessment

It is worth reiterating that the development of the Strategic Environmental Assessment is an iterative process, carried out in conjunction with the development of the Draft Town Development Plan. The principal reason for doing so is to ensure that negative environmental impacts are highlighted at an early stage enabling them to be effectively ‘designed out’ as soon as possible. The result is a Draft Town Development Plan which has had due regard to the environmental issues pertaining within the Town and any negativity should be shown to minimal.

However, it has been demonstrated that there are a number of areas where the impact is uncertain due to location specific issues, these are highlighted. Also, a limited number of areas have been shown to have a potentially negative environmental impact. The significant issues are discussed in the following sections. A comprehensive and detailed set of mitigation measures are provided in the following chapter effectively reducing or eliminating identifiable impacts. Similarly, monitoring the implementation of the plan, as discussed in Chapter 9, will ensure that if any impact becomes a reality it will be identified and appropriate actions taken by the local authority to remedy the situation.
At this stage of the process the Assessment Matrix, as provided in Appendix 1, shows the planwill have a neutral to positive impact on the environment.
Chapter Three – Housing

The assessment demonstrates a neutral to positive impact as a result of the implementation of the policies in relation to the Residential and Zoning Strategy. Principally adherence to government guidelines entitled “Delivering Homes Sustaining Communities - Policy Statement” (2007) and “Quality Housing for Sustainable Communities- Design Guidelines” (2007) will enable the development of sustainable communities within the county, thereby strengthening the settlement structure within the county and protecting the environment. The implementation of the Plan and specifically the policies relating to zoning will result in a permanent impact on the receiving environment, which at a strategic level is moderate there may be localised and site specific issues requiring assessment at the planning stage. Applications for development will be assessed on a case-by-case basis. Specific mitigation measures are therefore not required.

Chapter Four – Economic Development

General Economic Objectives

The assessment shows that the policies of the Council in relation to the general economic development of the Town are in general neutral or positive. However, there is uncertainty in relation to the environmental impacts of objectives Econ 4 and Econ 5 which deal with the provision and zoning of land for business/industrial and commercial uses, while necessary and ultimately beneficial to the county providing for economic development, can potentially have significant environmental impacts. It is the desire of the local authority to locate such development in appropriately serviced areas with sufficient infrastructure available and this will always remain the preference. Any proposal for development will be required to be compliant with the policies and objectives outlined in the environmental section of the Town Development Plan also and equal measure will be given to them in considering an application. Where a proposal conflicts with polices in relation to environmental protection, a precautionary approach must be taken and permissions refused. Also any proposal for a significant development outside zoned areas may be required to provide an Environmental Impact Statement detailing the proposal and all measures which will be employed to eliminate adverse impacts. Overall the level of impact from the implementation of this group of policies will be a permanent land use change and while the level of impact at a strategic level is neutral in terms of balancing economic, social and environmental considerations. However localised issues may arise which will require further assessment at the planning stage in order to identify site specific issues, the level of impact and detailed mitigation measures to eliminate or reduce identifiable impacts.
Retail

In general terms the policies and objectives outlined in relation to Retail Development are shown to be of no significant adverse impact, and therefore supported by the SEA. The matrix does however show some uncertainty over RET3 d, which is in general terms related to the location of development. The implementation of the the policies in relation to retail development will lead to a permanent land use change, though at a strategic level the impact will be neutral overall in terms of balancing economic and social development with environmental protection. Notwithstanding the above, localised and/or site specific issues may require further detailed assessment and this will be decided upon at pre-planning consultation stage.
Agriculture

Historically agriculture was Ireland’s most important industry but its position has slipped and the country is now less dependent on the sector. However it still remains an important and integral part of the nations fabric. While the assessment shows a neutral to positive environmental impact

in general there is ambiguity in relation to AGR1. This policy supports development in the countryside which supports rural diversification. Obviously it is unclear of the scale of demand for such development and each will need to be assessed individually and will be required to adhere to and be compliant with the environmental protection measures proposed in the plan. Where a potential adverse impact on any aspect of the environment is perceived or otherwise permission will not be forthcoming. Early discussions with the planning authority are advised. Overall the policies in relation to agricultural development will result in a medium to long term neutral impact on the various environmental receptors.

Tourism

The Assessment Matrix has shown that the Tourism objectives of the Plan will have neutral to positive outcomes and are thus supported by the SEA.

Chapter Five – Infrastructure

The development of key infrastructure is acknowledged as being of significant importance to the Town. While the assessment of the Town Development Plans policies and objectives in relation to road development is shown not to be negative there is some uncertainty in relation to the impact of road development on a number of aspects of the environment. The uncertainty arises from the specific nature of the policy/objective and the uncertainty over the specific issues relating to the receiving environment. At a strategic level the policies are shown to be neutral to positive, however this does not negate the potential for localised negative impacts. Therefore the development of road infrastructure will result in an irreversible land use change with the potential to adversely effect various receptors; the degree of that potential must be assessed prior to the commencement of development.
Chapter Six – Environment Heritage and Amenities

In general terms the assessment of the objectives outlined in Chapter 6 shows that the environment, heritage and amenities of the Town will be afforded protection under the Town Development Plan.

However an issue in relation to the protection of biodiversity exists. In particular NHB 14 refers to environmentally sensitive areas and greenfield sites. The preference will be for such developments to locate in serviced and zoned locations. Where an application is made for a large scale development on a greenfield site or sensitive site an Environmental Impact

Assessment will be required. A distinction is made here between sensitive site and protected site. Any large scale application for development within a protected area will not, in accordance with the Birds Directive, the Habitats Directive or the Wildlife Act 2000, be permitted. In summary all proposals for such large scale development will have regard to the proper planning and sustainable development objectives specific to that location. The policies in relation to Environmental Heritage and Amenities will have a long term positive impact on the plan area.
Chapter Seven – Town Centre

Chapter 7 of the Town Development Plan outlines the policies and objectives of the Council in relation to Longford Town Centre. The key aim of this section is to provide a pedestrian friendly town centre at a pedestrian scale, with rationalised traffic movements within the core area. The assessment of the policies of this Chapter show that they support the achievement of this aim and will result in broadly neutral to moderate positive impacts on the surrounding environment over the short to long term.

Furthermore it is recommended that the following is added to Chapter 2, Section headed ‘Environmental assessment of the Draft Town Development Plan’ (page 7):

A discussion is provided on grouped objectives and policies with further expansion on the significance (profound, moderate, imperceptible) of the identified impact; the duration (short, medium, long term, permanent or temporary) of the identified impact; the type (cumulative, irreversible, synergistic) or the identified impact, in accordance with EPA guidelines. 

Furthermore, the EPA advise on the inclusion of a number of objectives. It is proposed to add the following Environmental Objectives to Chapter 5 of the Environmental Report.

To provide for the conservation of natural resources, including soils within the County. (Soils and Geology)

To protect and conserve agricultural land within the county (Soils and Geology)

To promote development which addresses and combats the factors which affect climate change (Climate Change)

Finally the EPA require a statement on the extent of consultation with the adjoining Local Authorities and require further information on the zone of influence of the Plan outside the Plan area. 

Consultation

A scoping report was prepared and circulated to the statutory consultees for review and comment. They included the Environmental Protection Agency, the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government and the Department of Communications, Energy and Natural Resources. It is acknowledged that neighbouring local authorities were not consulted directly. However, the publication of the Draft Plan and Environmental Report were sufficiently well advertised to allow for neighbouring local authorities to comment should they wish to do so. 

Zone of Influence

Longford Town is centrally located within the country and therefore environmental impacts arising from development within the county can impact on sensitive receptors outside the Development Plan boundary. Transboundary issues primarily relate to the emission of pollutants either through air dispersion or in aquatic environments. Also visual impacts particularly on the periphery of the town can have a transboundary impact. The Development Plan recognizes these issues and will take all appropriate measures to ensure that the impact of the Plan’s implementation will not adversely impact on environmental receptors within the town boundary in the first instance, thereby ensuring that adverse impacts will not result outside the area also. 

Policy Amendments - Assessment Matrix
� “Significant Effects” – These effects include secondary, cumulative, synergistic, short, medium and long term, permanent and temporary, positive and negative effects.
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