RESPONDANT NUMBER (715)

Matter 1E: Sustainability

CUMBRIA COUNTY COUNCIL (SDL/CUCC/5) 


Questions:

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

(ii) 
Does the draft RSS achieve the right balance between economic growth, social inclusion, including equality and diversity issues and environmental protection/ enhancement?

(iii) 
Do the proposals in the draft RSS sufficiently provide for tackling climate change and mitigating for its impact?

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

Answers:

(i) 
The Sustainability Appraisal of the North West Regional Spatial Strategy (Entec, Jan 2006) has been carried out in accordance with and fully incorporates the requirements of European Commission Directive 2001/42/EC (transposed into UK legislation through the Environmental Assessment of Plans and Programmes Regulations 2004).

The appraisal uses a well established and tested sustainability framework, which provides a robust and thorough policy testing toolkit against an agreed set of sustainability objectives.

The appraisal is therefore deemed to be robust.

(ii)
In order to ascertain whether or not the draft RSS achieves the right balance between economic, social and environmental objectives/needs a Sustainability Appraisal should be carried out.  Sustainability Appraisal provides a method to test the objectives and policies of a plan or programme against a series of sustainability objectives, the sustainability framework.  The North West Regional Assembly appointed Entec consultants to carry out such an appraisal and the report was completed in January 2006.  Entec concluded the draft RSS had the following strengths and weaknesses:

Strengths - 

· A focus on a strong economy seeking through spatial means, a reduction in the economic disparity that the region faces;

· Linkages with complementary regional strategies including the emerging RES and Northern Way;

· An emphasis on regeneration, particularly within the deprived urban parts of the region:

· Support for urban renaissance and the continued development of sustainable communities;

· Recognition of the need to reduce and adapt to climate change within the Core Development Principles;

· Recognition of reducing the need to travel although this does not appear to be taken through into the transport policies explicitly.

Weaknesses - 

· A concentration on the urban parts of the region and a lack of explicit consideration of rural areas, and rural renaissance particularly within many of the SDF policies;

· An emphasis upon economic growth and regeneration within key regional centres but a lack of attention to lower order settlements particularly within the SDF policies.

· A lack of emphasis throughout the document on reducing environmental impacts (and the protection and enhancement of the environment) – environmental protection policies are included but the importance of the environment appears to be less recognised within the SDF policies, including the overall Spatial Development Framework;

· A need for better co-ordination between policies with some SDF policies recognising the importance of a high quality environment (including a historic one) and others ignoring it as an example.

· Policy references to improving connectivity could encourage greater movement within and between regions thereby increasing greenhouse gas emissions and impacts on environmental quality.

· Little evidence that the recognition of the need to reduce and adapt to climate change within Core Development Principles is carried through in all policies.

· Continued use of the word’ sustainable’ without defining what it means in different circumstances.

· Lack of health and healthy living as a core development principle (although requirement for HIA is noted).  There is a tension between reducing inequalities in health and the focus on economic growth.

· Little reference to needs of younger and older members of the community together with information on the demographic changes facing the region and how we meet the increasingly diverse needs of the population.  There is also little reference to the threats and opportunities of globalisation.

· No reference to air quality, and the impacts of poor air quality.

· Little reference to agriculture, soil and the need for high quality design.

· Inequality is little mentioned, awareness of needs and support for those with disabilities, within a spatial planning context should be an overarching principle of the RES.  Recognition of the BME communities is important also.  With regard to the former there is a particular need to recognise the need for flexibility to accommodate those with disability.  It is recommended that a technical paper could focus upon how spatial planning could support this and maintain and improve quality of life. 

· Issues of personal care, and the ability to support those living and working from home should be recognised.
In summary the Sustainability Appraisal found the draft RSS to be strongest on the economy but weaker in certain areas concerning the environment and social development and cohesion.  Most notable is a weakness around air quality, environmental protection and enhancement, the needs of the younger and older sections of society, inequality, smaller settlements and rural areas, climate change and reducing the need to travel.

(iii)
The Sustainability Appraisal of the North West Regional Spatial Strategy (Entec, Jan 2006) also provides a judgement on the RSS handling of climate change issues.

The RSS is expected to be able to influence the North West regions response to climate change most notably in the areas of housing/employment infrastructure and transport.  Energy is dealt with in the Regional Energy Strategy and therefore the RSS does not cover these issues in any detail.

Vision/RSS Objectives:

In Part 2 of the RSS, The Regional Development Framework, responding to climate change is not mentioned in any of the objectives.  There is reference to reducing climate change gases and a switch to more sustainable transport modes.  The RSS could send a stronger and more pro-active signal on climate change in this section by including an objective that stated that the region would respond by both reducing climate change gases and plan for the impacts and uncertainties that the effects of climate change will bring.  Links could be made with the evolving North West Regional Climate Strategy which will develop these matters further.

Regional Development Principles:

Policy DP1 includes Tackling Climate Change and notes the issue as an urgent regional priority.  The key statement that should ensure climate change is tackled on all fronts by the RSS is “plans and strategies should develop and implement policies to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases (principally CO2) from all sources, including energy generation and supply, buildings and transport”.  The policy also expects plans and strategies to identify, assess and apply measures to ensure effective adaptation to the likely environmental, social and economic impacts of climate-related changes.  Proposals and schemes must take into account the local implications of climate change, particularly in vulnerable areas, coastal zones and locations at risk of flooding.

Unfortunately many of these principles are not developed strongly enough in the following policy sections of the draft RSS.

Housing

The requirement to build sustainable homes and follow principles of sustainable design and construction is adequately covered by the RSS.

Economy

Policy W1 – Strengthening the Regional Economy notes the opportunity for ‘environmental technologies’ which would include the development of the renewable energy sector.

Transport

Section 10 of the RSS deals with transportation and connecting people in the North West.  There is no clear statement or policy highlighting the need to reduce CO2 from transport in the North West but instead there is a focus on finance, maintenance and parking.  The overview section at the beginning of the RSS acknowledges that road traffic accounts for 22% of CO2 emissions in the North West and is set to increase.  There is scope here for the RSS to challenge how we travel, seek less polluting alternatives and guide their implementation.  This is touched on with policies relating to reducing the need to travel, walking and cycling and public transport but none of these policies place climate change as the central reason for changing behaviour/ infrastructure.

The Sustainability Appraisal of the RSS highlights potential conflicts between economic growth and switching to more sustainable transport modes and there is also likely to be conflict between economic aspirations and climate change objectives.  There is also possible conflict in the draft RSS between increasing connectivity and the movement of people and reducing the emission of climate change gases from the transport sector.

Summary

The RSS has the right intentions when it comes to tackling climate change and contains a key regional development principle to reduce CO2 emissions.  It could be more robust by reflecting the commitment to tackle climate change more clearly within the more detailed policies on transport and housing and those relating to the environment and biodiversity.  Clearer links could also me made with the Regional Energy Strategy, The North West Climate Change Strategy and Action for Sustainability.

(iv)
The answer to this question is largely covered above in the response to (ii) and (iii).  The Sustainability Appraisal found that whilst the draft RSS sought, through the key development principles to reduce the need to travel this intention was not carried through or supported by the detailed policies contained within the transport section.  Helping people to make more sustainable transport choices does not appear to be a priority action of the draft RSS.  The draft RSS could be made more robust in this areas by addressing access to Key Service Centres from rural areas, how people reach their place of work, changing working patterns, better and more affordable public transport, making links to climate change and the role of the transport sector in producing CO2.

The draft RSS also mentions sustainable communities.  For a community to be truly sustainable there must be a practical alternative to the car to reach places of work and essential services that cannot be provided within the community itself.  This would help reduce the need to travel.  This does not seem to form part of what the draft RSS describes as a sustainable community with only a brief mention of sustainable patterns of development in the vision section.
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