Respondent Number 585

Matter 1A: Vision and Objectives

SUBMITTED DRAFT REGIONAL SPATIAL STRATEGY FOR THE NORTH WEST OF ENGLAND

EXAMINATION IN PUBLIC

STATEMENT BY THE ENVIRONMENT AGENCY

(i) Are the overall vision and objectives in the draft RSS appropriate and do they adequately cover the characteristics and issues of the whole region?

The need for a Vision

Paragraph 2.10 of PPS11 states that the Regional Sustainable Development Framework (or the Action for Sustainability in the case of the North West) should be the starting point for developing a RSS, putting sustainable development at  the heart of a spatial strategy in accordance with section 39 of the Act.  

The RSS should also set the framework to deliver sustainable development for the region (Paragraphs 13 & 32 PPS1, Para 2.1 PPS11, S39 Planning and Compulsory Purchases Act).  

Any Vision should also recognise the need to address the causes as well as the potential impacts of climate change. This is a specific requirement of Regional Planning Bodies (PPS1 Para 13 ii).

The Draft RSS Vision

Within draft RSS, the overarching statement in the Vision emphasises improving quality of life for people in the NW through “increasing prosperity, embracing the principles of sustainable development, thereby reducing economic and other disparities”.  It does not set out to deliver sustainable development.  This sends a clear message that prosperity and economic success are the highest priorities for this plan and indeed this is echoed throughout the document. 

There are no commitment in the Vision or Objectives to meet national and global targets for the environment, particularly greenhouse gas emissions, just increase contributions too them.  It is also of concern that the RSS Vision chooses to “ensure that the region is better prepared for the impacts of climate change” rather than ensuring that communities are safe from the impacts of climate change and other environmental hazards such as flooding over the lifetime of the development. 

The Vision also lacks of references to respecting environmental limits or achieving a sustainable economy, putting it out of line with the UKSDS.

Finally, the Vision itself is also not very north west specific and does not outline all the key challenges or how things will have to change to address these by 2021.  

The Vision is inappropriate as it is not consistent with several key pieces of national guidance and legislation and does not cover all of the issues facing the region.  

Objectives

The weakness of the Vision, especially around climate change, has translated into weak and sometimes even inconsistent objectives.  For example, there are no objectives on reducing the need to travel, especially by car.  Also, despite passing reference to preparing for the impacts of climate change, there are no objectives on climate change adaptation, also critical to sustainable communities.  Finally, whilst RSS objectives call for sustainable economic growth, it does not state that this needs to be within environmental limits. 

The RSS Vision and Objectives need to set the strategic priorities for the rest of RSS.  They must recognise that tackling the key economic and social challenges must be done sustainability. Development and growth within the region must therefore meet and exceed our contribution to national and global targets (especially CO2 reduction).  It must begin to stabilise and reduce our ecological footprint, moving towards ‘one planet’ aspirations.  The regions environment must also be protected and enhanced for the regions inhabitants as well as its visitors and investors.  

The solutions we call for:

· The Environment Agency recommends a complete re-write of the Vision.  We would request that the changes to the vision suggested on page 3 of our formal response to Draft RSS be taken forward to achieve this.  

· The Environment Agency also recommends that the draft RSS objectives be revised.  Currently there are a set of RSS and RTS objectives, some of which are not consistent with each other (see our response to Matter 1D (iii)).  There should only be 1 set of objectives that are consistent with the delivery of the Vision and lead to a consistent set of spatial and thematic and sub-regional policies.  

(ii) Does the draft RSS provide an appropriate, realisable and sustainable strategy for the region, having regard to national objectives / policy, key strategic issues and factors influencing change?
For RSS to provide and appropriate, realisable and, most importantly sustainable strategy, it must set guiding principles which balance the growth agenda within the environmental limits.  It must also set priority areas of action, including for the environment, on matters like countryside/landscape and biodiversity protection. 

The proposed rate and concentration of growth must be articulated in terms of its contribution to achieving sustainable development.  It must translate the actions that need to be taken to ensure a sustainable low carbon economy.  This must be considered within environmental limits over the entire lifetime of any development.  It is this challenges which RSS must set out to address by balancing these factors.  

RSS has not provided this framework of principles to work to.  Environmental limits have not been considered.  There is no evidence that RSS has considered any constraints on growth when setting the broad levels and locations of growth for the region.  More detail has been provided in our response to Matter 1E (iv).  Concerns over capacity to accommodate the proposed growth within environmental limits have been raised since the first set of draft housing figures were published in late 2005
.  Further work is being undertaken by the Environment Agency and United Utilities to better understand the possible constraints that certain elements of environmental capacity (see our response to Matter 1C (iv) and 6A (iv) particularly) may pose on implementing RSS.

With regards the environment, the RSS has not been developed on strong scientific evidence, using the precautionary principle.  The development proposed in RSS has not been assessed over the lifetime of the RSS or of the development itself. 

Draft RSS needs to have regard to the following objectives, policy drivers and key strategic issues:

· Climate change, energy and CO2 reduction (meeting Kyoto and UK national commitments).  CO2 will arise from the growth within the RSS strategy and the associated transport patterns that will result.  How does RSS expect to address these without more than just a commitment in its Vision to increase its contribution to global and national targets, not meet them (see our response to Matter 1E (iii))?  Will RSS’s clear lack of targets or statements on reducing growth in traffic and eventually reversing it (PPS1) affect our ability to meet these targets?  More detail has been provided in our response to Matter 1E (iv).

· PPS10 – sustainable waste management.  RSS needs to identify all waste streams and outline the required waste management capacity and broad locations for significant facilities which will be required to move waste up the management hierarchy?  See our more detailed response to Matter 6B (i) and (iii).

· Resource use and infrastructure capacity.  How has RSS address the issues within PPS1 (paragraph 19 around limits of the environment to accept further growth without irreversible damage) and UKSDS on living within environmental limits and sustainable resource use?  The RSS growth strategy could see deficits in water resources, local problems with waste water treatment and possible wider more remote impacts of growth on habitats directive sites due to proposed growth in RSS (see our response to Matters 1C (iv), 6A (iv)).  

· Consideration of flood risk.  How does RSS consider the impact of its broad locations and levels of growth on flood risk without the production of a regional flood risk assessment (see response to Matter 6A (iii))?

The solutions we call for:

· Further work on environmental limits and infrastructure capacity needs to be addressed alongside the adoption of the growth strategy.  Solutions need to be agreed for RSS to be sustainable and ensuring compliance with EU directives such as HD, WFD, Landfill.  

· Where this cannot be achieved due to timescales or information limitations, they must be recognised and commitments made to address gaps.  Provision of such information might lead to a requirement for early focussed review of RSS.

� Environmental Impacts of Housing Growth in the North West – Nov 2005, EiP Library reference SDL/EA/01.





