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Matter 1:  Vision, Objectives and Overall Approach

Matter 1C:  Assumptions Underpinning the Draft RSS
(i)
Are the economic assumptions (including growth and activity rates) in Draft RSS appropriate and achievable?
The economic policy ‘driver’ for the Regional Spatial Strategy is the ‘Northern Way’ concept which is far too generalised and which has no environmental credentials.  
Whilst it is unarguably the case that there are significant pockets of the North of the England which need an economic boost, there are also significant pockets doing very well and there are many areas in need of protection from unsustainable development pressures, notably the North Cheshire Green Belt.  This argument is expanded in some detail by the report ‘Sustaining the Economy and a High Quality of Life in North West England’ by Richard Bate of Green Balance.  This report has been submitted to the Examination in Public by the North West Regional Group of the Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE).  Rather than repeating all its arguments, NW TAR can do no better than commend the EIP Panel to this excellent document which makes the case, amongst other things, for preserving Policy SD4 from RPG 13 that suppresses development in North Cheshire in order to focus developer attention onto areas in need of regeneration [ref. SLD/CPRE/1]
NW TAR also concur with CPRE in their response to this question in which they point out that (a) the economic assumptions are inconsistent  between policies W3 and L4 and (b) the economic assumptions have not taken into account the capacity of the environment to support the levels and types of growth proposed.  (Policy DP 1 is inadequate in this respect – it merely advises, not directs).  There appears to be an unquestioning assumption that the region will achieve an economic boost by establishing a huge number of (25) strategic regional sites.  It is not at all clear why fewer strategic sites and smaller ones in more sustainable locations will not suffice. 
(ii)
Are the assumptions about population change in Draft RSS appropriate?

The population projections also have not taken into account the capacity of the environment to support the levels and types of growth proposed. 
In addition it needs to be recognised that the population assumptions are based on trends that history teaches us are subject to great variance.    
(iii)
Are the economic, population and other assumptions consistent between the regional and sub-regional policies in the Draft RSS?
Economic assumptions are paramount throughout this Draft RSS - which bears a much closer resemblance to a Regional Economic Strategy than a spatial one.  From that point of view, the regional and sub-regional assumptions are consistent.  Every identified sub-region seeks high economic growth.  All fail to introduce an adequate balance between economic, environmental and social considerations.  The key question is – is this desirable or sustainable?
(iv)
Are the national and regional constraints on development clearly articulated?   Are the development proposals consistent with Green Belt, flood risk policies and other constraints such as transport, water supply and sewerage infrastructure?

The answers to both questions are definitely ‘No’.

Draft Policy DP 1 only suggests what “should” happen (not ‘must’) and greenhouse gas emissions and climate change threats, which ought to be seen as major constraints and should govern the entire plan, do not.  Similarly, reducing the need to travel - the region’s most popular theme in two consultations - ought to prevail but does not and, contrarily, “connectivity” is seen as key.

As far as physical constraints on development proposals are concerned, NW TAR would point to the Environment Agency’s analysis which indicates that there is inadequate water supply and sewerage capacity to meet the housing proposals. 
Green Belt ought to be seen as a constraint but new policy RDF 5 on Green Belts, and its supporting text, seeks to seriously weaken Green Belt protection.  The words “overall”, “general extent”, “exceptional”, “substantial” and “strategic” should be dropped from the draft main policy so that it would read:  

“The Region’s Green Belt will be maintained.

There is no need for a change to Green Belt and its boundaries in the North West within the time scale set out below….”.

Exceptional circumstances can still be argued through the usual channels.  However, NW TAR would argue that the expansion plans for the region’s commercial airports as identified by their Master Plans and proposals for an entirely new strategic regional site near Chester do not stand up to this test. 
Matter 1D:  Overall Approach
(i)
Does the Draft RSS align with the Regional Economic Strategy, the Regional Housing Strategy and Regional Funding Allocation advice?

The Draft RSS aligns to such a close extent with the Regional Economic Strategy that it is difficult to tell them apart.  Whilst they are supposed to align, the RSS is meant to be a much more sensitive instrument which counter-balances the purely economic thrust of the RES.  Instead this RSS picks up unquestioningly on the Northern Way initiative and the ‘City Regions’ concept which has been developed by the three Northern Development Agencies and on the 25 strategic regional sites put forward by the North West Development Agency.  
As far as the Regional Funding Allocation advice is concerned, NW TAR believes this to be deeply flawed (see our response to Matter 5C).  We will not repeat here our reasons for this but will merely point out that all regional partners did not sign up to the RFA recommendations and NW TAR had engaged in correspondence with Jo Lappin at GONW to remind her of this before she made the statement at the transport seminar prior to the EIP that all regional partners were supportive. 

(ii)
Does the Draft RSS properly reflect the Northern Way and other relevant strategies?

If the “other relevant strategies” alluded to here are the ‘City Regions’ and the City Region Development Programmes, then the answer must be ‘Yes’ but whether that is a good thing is an entirely different proposition.  
Also very questionable is the lack of democratic involvement in the emergence of these plans.  Wider stakeholders had no input to the workings of the Northern Way Task Force which evolved the concept of ‘City Regions’, no proper opportunity was extended to influence this idea once it had been born and there was no wider stakeholder input into the City Region Development Programmes.  The work was entirely economic-driven and it was not possible to introduce environmental and social influences to it as is evident from the outcomes.  For instance the need to protect the wider countryside and landscapes, villages and rural settlements, individual characteristics and heritage does not even feature.
(iii)
Are the separate objectives of the Regional Transport Strategy appropriate and how do they link to the overall Draft RSS objectives, spatial principles and the spatial framework?
The RTS Objectives outlined in para. 4.2 on page 8 of Draft RSS are not appropriate because, like the overall objectives which precede them, they are totally economically dominated and fail to seriously tackle climate change.   Unequivocal support can only be given to Objectives four and five, although it should be noted we have questioned the maturity of the Key Service Centre policy in our response to Matter 2C (i) (see page 3).
Objective one, as a minimum, needs the word ‘sustainable’ inserting after “support” and before “economic growth”.
Objective two erroneously makes the assumption that ‘City Regions’ are an accepted entity and that encouraging movement between them is a good thing.  NW TAR challenge this assumption and would argue that this would work contrary to the need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and to reduce the need to travel.
Objective three is not supportable because the “improved surface access” to airports and ports in most of the instances involves new roads *.  
*
NW TAR, in its response to the Manchester airport Master Plan, (ref. SD/NWTAR/8) pointed out that the western rail link into Manchester Airport (which would facilitate a series of new rail route options) could probably be built for about the same cost as the SEMMMS Relief Roads.  It also called for the re-instatement by government of permission for the extension of the Metrolink light rail system into the airport.   In response to the Liverpool John Lennon Airport Master Plan, (ref. SD/NWTAR/7) NW TAR called for the re-instatement by government of permission to build the Merseyrail light rail system into the airport and decried the proposal to build a new access road across Green Belt.   It also pointed out that building the entire Merseyrail system and the Halton (heavy rail) Curve would have far more environmental benefits than the construction of the New Mersey Crossing, a massive bridge across the River Mersey (between Runcorn and Widnes) which the Mersey Conservator objects to on environ-mental grounds.  And, in response to Blackpool Airport’s Master Plan, (ref. SD/NWTAR/5) NW TAR pointed out the heavy and light rail possibilities and the need for better bus services, none of which was even mentioned by the airport.  In a similar vein, NW TAR is supportive of the building of the Olive Mount rail chord to enable more sustainable transfer of freight to and from Seaforth Docks and would like to see the existing heavy rail infrastructure to Heysham Docks up-graded, but we oppose plans to build an M6-Heysham (road) Link, the economic case for which is neutral. 
Objective six comprises a series of fine words which mean very little.  If there are plans for a “structured framework for managing and improving the region’s highway network”, why have they not been revealed so that they can be debated?  What does this phrase actually mean?  
Objective seven could be read as supporting plans for a Morecambe Bay Crossing.   This has the potential to be an environmental disaster and there is no way NW TAR or the rest of the NGO environmental sector could support this embryonic idea for a mighty new road bridge, whether or not it incorporated wind turbines as mooted. 
Objective eight should not endorse the ‘Regional Freight Strategy’ because its evolution was a case of very poor practice *.  
*
As NW TAR explained in its original submission no. 31 to the Draft RSS (on Policy RT 5),  the Regional Freight Strategy failed to comply with DfT Good Practice Guide no. 335 on how to set up and run freight quality partnerships (including strategic level partnerships).   No environmental or residents/ community groups were involved or invited to be involved in the steering group which developed it (contrary to the recommendations in para. 3.2 on page 11 which give as an example Transport 2000 or Friends of the Earth).  Also, the steering group - far from being administered by “transport planning officers” as envisaged in the guide - was administered by the Freight Transport Association.  The ‘strategy’ which resulted offered support to a number of environmentally-damaging road schemes and argued for all freight movements to be facilitated without any evidence.  

With regards to linkages between the RTS and the overall Draft RSS objectives, there is a failure in both to reflect the 10 regional priorities identified in the region’s Action for Sustainability (AfS) programme approved in 2003 [ref. SLD/NW TAR/1].  This NWRA document, signed up to by the AfS Management Board that represents key regional partners, identified the regional priorities as:
· Sustainable transport and access *
· Sustainable production and consumption
· Social equity

· Biodiversity and landscapes

· Active citizenship

· Lifelong learning

· Cultural distinctiveness

· Climate change

· Healthy communities and

· Enterprise and innovation.

*
The key theme for this priority was ‘reducing the need to travel’.
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