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NW RSS EIP - Matter 1E: Sustainability

(i)
Are the Sustainability Appraisal and the Strategic Environmental Assessment robust?
Context

The relevant guidance is provided in: 

· PPS11 (particularly, paragraphs 2.36 to 2.40)
;

· Sustainability Appraisal of Regional Spatial Strategies ands Local Development Documents (referred to below as ‘SA guidance’)
;

· Directive 2001/42/EC of the European Parliament and Council “on the assessment of the effects of certain plans and programmes ion the environment” (‘The SEA Directive’)
;

There is also guidance on Appropriate Assessment
, as required under Article 6 of the ‘Habitats Directive’ 92/43/EC
, but this issue is not addressed here, for reasons stated below.

GONW Views

The Sustainability Appraisal
 (SA) generally has been carried out very thoroughly and to a high methodological standard, but the result is compromised by the content of the Draft RSS itself.  This relates particularly to two aspects; the evaluation of impacts and the assessment of alternatives.

Impacts - A Regional Spatial Strategy presents difficulties as regards the evaluation of impacts, by virtue of its lack of geographical specificity.

The appraisal is further compromised by the lack of attention given in Draft RSS to potential impacts of levels of development proposed on such matters as infrastructure (especially water and drainage), flooding, water quality and air quality.

The Implementation Framework gives an extensive exposition of the agencies and processes at work, but says little about any actual work which will be done, or resources required to do it.  Correspondingly, the matter of mitigating adverse effects (Task B5 in the SA Guidance) is glossed over.  That section of the SA report (pp. 65-67) restricts itself to injunctions to “consider” or “recognise” this or that matter, and proposes few if any actions. It is also arguable that some of the suggestions arising from the SA have not been incorporated in the consultation draft.
Alternative options - Basically, two regional options are extant – in effect - the ‘preferred’ or ‘do something’ option and the continuation of the RPG13 approach. It does not appear that any other way of doing things was considered.   

Beyond that, the evaluation of alternatives and of impacts rests mainly on the sub-regional appraisals.  The SA looks at the preferred option for each sub-region, but the appraisals underlying the selection of the sub-regional preferred options were highly variable.  

The Manchester City Region and Central Lancashire exercises are broadly adequate but underplay or ignore environmental considerations.  It is therefore questionable, particularly in the case of Manchester, whether the preference expressed was actually based on the sustainability appraisal – which it should be, or if not fully justified in that regard with appropriate mitigation identified.  The Merseyside exercise was sketchy, being based on a ‘tick box’ exercise with little commentary.  

The Cumbria sub-regional advice was appraised using a home-grown methodology based on the Sustainability North West ‘toolkit’.  It is concise but appears fully to meet the requirements, has satisfactorily appraised alternative spatial strategies and is the best of the ‘internal’ sub-regional appraisals.

The West Cheshire and North East Wales strategy, which informed policy referring to the West Cheshire part of the Liverpool city region, is a full appraisal carried out to a high technical standard.  We are aware that there may be objections to the way its conclusions relate to what is proposed, or the extent to which proposals have regard to its conclusions, but do not believe that the exercise itself can be faulted.  

Strategic Environmental Assessment.  

The Sustainability Appraisal should, in keeping with the SA Guidance, fulfil the requirements of the Strategic Environmental Assessment Directive.  In our opinion it is not as transparent as it might be - it is easier to check on this aspect if aspects of SEA compliance are set out in a separate section rather than, as is the case here, highlighted in the text but this is not a crucial point.  

Overall the SA has been thoroughly carried out and in our opinion complies with the Directive, although there is room for doubt as to the extent to which Draft RSS complies with Annex 1 (criterion g): “the measures envisaged to prevent, reduce and as fully as possible offset any significant adverse effects on the environment of implementing the plan or programme”.

Appropriate Assessment

This is clearly relevant to the RSS, but only insofar as specific impacts can be identified.  It is important to note that what we are talking about here is at a different level of significance to what emerges from Sustainability Appraisal. The requirement of the Habitats Directive is that, where proposals will have an impact on a site covered by the Directive (a ‘Natura 2000 site’), they should not proceed unless justified by imperative reasons of overriding public interest, in which case mitigation measures must be identified.  

As far as Draft NW RSS is concerned, this can be done primarily in the case of transport schemes, which can be identified in sufficient detail for an assessment to be made of their impact on Natura 2000 sites and what resultant action needs to be undertaken.   Other than that we regard it as legitimate for the RSS to restrict itself to identifying where it is likely that Appropriate Assessment will be required in Local Development Frameworks or other relevant plans, policies or implementation measures.  

At the time of writing, work on Appropriate Assessment has not been concluded.  (This has happened late in the day, in part at least because the Government did not take a position on the matter until this year.)  We cannot, therefore, comment at present on the adequacy of the assessment of Draft NW RSS in this regard.

Suggestions to address GONW concerns

The Sustainability Appraisal Report is a finished product and the issues raised above reflect more on the main Draft RSS – see our Briefing Papers which discuss GONW views overall.
The potential shortcomings discussed above thus present challenges which will have to be addressed in further stages of the RSS process.  Ultimately any changes proposed after this Examination will have to be examined to determine whether they are so material as to require further appraisal, and it may be appropriate at that stage to evaluate them with reference to alternatives which might have been feasible.  That exercise will of course be subject to public consultation.

(ii)
Does the draft RSS achieve the right balance between economic growth, social inclusion, including equality and diversity issues and environmental protection / enhancement?
We believe that, on balance, the draft RSS does strike the right balance between these issues in pursuit of sustainable development, but that it is not expressed as clearly as it might be, and is not sharp enough in terms of setting out spatial priorities. 
We would also refer the Panel to the conclusions in the last para on page 75 of the Sustainability Appraisal (SA) Report. We agree with these conclusions.  In part, our proposals (in Briefing Paper No 2) for a clear set of strategic principles have been designed to address these issues by helping to ensure sustainable outcomes and recognise the all-embracing importance of infrastructure and environmental constraints.
(iii)
Do the proposals in the draft RSS sufficiently provide for tackling climate change and mitigating for its impact?
Context

· PPS1 “Delivering Sustainable Development” (ODPM Feb 2005)
· PPS11 “Regional Spatial Strategies” (ODPM Sept 2004) 

· PPS22 “Renewable Energy” (ODPM March 2005) 

·  “Planning Response to Climate Change” (ODPM 2004)

· “Securing the Future” – The UK Sustainable Development Strategy (HMG 2005) 

· “Climate Change – the UK Programme (HMG 2006) 

Ministers announced in March 2006 that a new Planning Policy Statement on climate change will be published for consultation later this year or early next. Ministers have subsequently given an indication of the headline objectives for the new PPS making it clear that it will focus on ensuring sustainable development, not less development.

GONW views
Broadly we welcome the statements under “Tackle Climate Change” in DP1 and the supporting text in para 6.6, but we feel that the latter does not adequately address the urgency of the issue, and the RSS overall does not clearly detail how the policy will be delivered. (See our comments in relation to renewable energy Matter 6C.). It is particularly important to address issues of mitigation and adaptation.

Climate change is an overarching issue that needs to be reflected throughout the RSS. There is, however, little or no reference to climate change considerations in the key areas of housing and transport. There is also no specific consideration of climate change impacts within sub regional policies. RSS needs to provide a framework so that land use change and development in the region contributes to achieving greenhouse gas emissions targets. 

Suggestions to address these issues
Effectively addressing climate change in the North West in the long term will require a significant shift from current carbon intensive to low carbon lifestyles.  This will require major infrastructure changes to reduce carbon emissions from power generation and the built environment.  Travel will need to be both limited and make better use of low carbon modes.  Food will need to be sourced locally and waste minimised from all activities.  Individuals will need to significantly alter their habitual behaviour to achieve this and business and Government will need to provide leadership to make this happen.  Additionally, significant business opportunities exist to develop products and services that effectively reduce carbon.  

There is a role for the planning system to play in facilitating this change.  Priority areas include:

· minimising emissions from new developments, both through the location of developments and by stipulating more efficient buildings 
· reducing transport emissions (through location of developments, reducing the need to travel,  improvements to public transport and innovative measures, such as road charging);
· facilitating the switch to low carbon energy sources (through both on-site and grid-connected renewables targets);
To address climate change effectively over the medium to long term existing policies must be strengthened, and effectively delivered, and higher targets must be set in the future. Actions should be supportive of the NW Climate Change Action Plan
 and the NW Sustainable Energy Strategy
, and recognise the need to respond to the new Climate Change PPS.

(iv)
Does the draft RSS provide a framework that can meet the aim of reducing the need to travel?

Context

· PPS1 “Delivering Sustainable Development” (Feb 2005) 

· PPS11 “Regional Spatial Strategies” (Sept 2004) 

· Guide to Producing Regional Transport Strategies (July 2006) 

· PPG13 “Transport” (2001)
GONW views

Sustainable economic growth means living within environmental limits and using resources prudently. Reducing the need to travel, promoting the most efficient use of existing transport infrastructure and encouraging sustainable transport modes are all important factors in this - so important that we propose specific strategic principles around them to highlight exiting themes in the Plan that we believe could be better articulated.
Reducing the need to travel implies locational choices which emphasise accessibility, especially by public transport, and proximity. We deal with the first of these under Matter 2A(iii). It requires aligning housing and employment growth, especially to ensure good access to key employment locations from the areas of greatest need / regeneration priority. We are unsure the extent to which this has been tested in the preparation of the draft RSS. The Highways accessibility mapping work may help in this respect.
We also note in Matter 1C that the chosen distribution of housing / households set out in policy L4 was not the starting point for the employment land work undertaken to inform policy W3. We are also aware that the distribution of housing does not always reflect the economic scenarios (see table 4.17 in the RSS Technical Appendix
) and the RES spatial vision (see our Briefing Paper No 3). There may be valid policy reasons for this but the methodology used to distribute housing is not sufficiently transparent to make these clear.

The focus on city regions will to some extent rationalise travel flows by concentrating development in the most accessible locations – the core and inner areas of Manchester and Liverpool. This approach, however, must be underpinned by good public transport connectivity to avoid the need to travel by car, and associated demand management measures to encourage modal shift. We believe the existing transport objectives do not sufficiently prioritise these issues and recommend changes to this effect in our Briefing Paper No 2. We also propose a specific policy to highlight more explicitly the importance of demand management measures.
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