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Matter 1E(ii)

Matter 1E : Sustainability

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

Response

Insufficient Evidence

NWEL’s concern is with the balance between economic growth and environmental protection/enhancement.  Our contention is that there is insufficient evidence to answer this question.  Therefore, in line with the precautionary principle, we believe there should be further research into the capacity of  the region’s environment to accommodate  the potential, cumulative impact of key RSS economic growth policies before such policies can be formally adopted within the RSS.

CO2 Emissions Targets

One area where there has been extensive research is into climate change, and a recent report by the  Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research suggests that the UK needs to progress further and faster in reducing CO2 emissions than is current Government policy.  One step to achieving this, and to achieving the necessary balance between economic development and environmental protection from the impact of climate change is to build into RSS national and regional targets for CO2 emissions. 

The Panel Report from the Partial Review of RPG13 in 2004 (REG9) recommended that both the UK Kyoto target for greenhouse gases and domestic target for reducing CO2 by 20% by 2010 be  included in RPG along with regional targets for reducing greenhouse gas emissions, broken down where possible to identify the reductions to be achieved in each area of policy (recommendations R2.7 and R2.8).  NWEL feel that, in the light of the accumulating evidence on the increased rate of climate change,  the case is even stronger for such targets to be included in RSS. 

The draft South West and Yorkshire & Humber RSSs have such targets (OREG10, Policy SD2, p 12; OREG7, Policy YH2, p 36). The North East EiP Panel Report (OREG6, para 2.19) recommends including targets.

Setting Environmental Limits 

As well as the obvious impact on CO2 emissions, development proposals can have serious negative impacts on water resources, biodiversity, tranquillity, air quality, recreational access,  congestion, heritage and ‘dark skies’.  In other words, can seriously erode the region’s environmental capital and the quality of life of its citizens.
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While we accept that, in terms of setting environmental limits, the concept of “unacceptable change” (UK Development Strategy) is a subjective one we would argue strongly that for our region’s citizens to make that democratic choice, they need to know much more about the nature of the changes which might be brought about through key RSS polices, particularly those relating to:

· The expansion of air travel and freight movement on CO2 emissions

· The impact of increased housing provision on water resources and water abstraction

· The impact of the proposed growth of City Regions on the region’s natural and built environment resources. 

Similarly, to be able to judge when a set of environmental pressures might produce “irreversible change” (UK Development Strategy) requires the kind of rigorous scientific research and environmental data gathering which, as far as we are aware, has not yet been undertaken. 

Our concern is echoed in one of the key recommendations in Entec UK’s Sustainability Appraisal of  the Regional Spatial Strategy  -  that consideration should be given to the environmental capacity of the sub-regions to accommodate growth (Entec UK presentation published 15 October 06 in Core Document List).

Policy Context

‘Living within Environmental Limits’ is one of the five guiding principles in Securing The Future, the 2005 revised UK Sustainable Development Strategy which also advocates a precautionary approach..

The UK Development Strategy defines Environmental Limits as “the level at which the environment is unable to accommodate a particular activity or rate of activities without sustaining unacceptable or irreversible change”.

PPS1 (Planning for Sustainable Development) states that plan policies and planning decisions should be based on both:

· The potential impacts, positive as well as negative, on the environment of development proposals (whether direct, indirect, cumulative, long-term or short- term); and

· Recognition of the limits of the environment to accept further development without irreversible damage.

Note that the present UK Sustainable Development Strategy is clear that the economic objective is now to promote a “strong, stable and sustainable economy”, replacing the previous economic objective “maintenance of high and stable levels of economic growth”. In effect this is recognition that increasing the quantity of economic activity (i.e. GDP growth) is not the overriding economic goal, and that the quality of economic activity is critical. 
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Equally importantly, the UK SD Strategy is clear that these principles are to be met together, and not “traded off” or “balanced” against each other.

NW RSS needs to incorporate this approach holistically throughout.
Appropriate Assessment

We are particularly concerned that we have not had an opportunity to consider and respond to a key piece of research relating to the potential impact of RSS policies on Natura 2000 sites in the region. 

Under Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive, Regional Planning Bodies have a duty to ensure that an Appropriate Assessment (AA)  is carried on Regional Spatial Strategies.  

The AA guidance issued by The Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) states that ' Natural England...must be consulted from the beginning of the process alongside any other relevant environmental bodies that the RPB or LPA deem appropriate’.  The DCLG guidance also states that 'The Panel at the Examination-in-Public will need to satisfy themselves that a satisfactory AA has been carried out and consider any representations made on the AA’ (Para 6.A2).

To date, no environmental organization represented by NWEL has been consulted on the AA nor as far as we are aware, has the completed AA been published for consultation.    We, and every other interested party in the region, are therefore in no position to make representations.  We feel this calls into question the credibility of a key aspect of the EiP process 

Peter Wilson

Regional Policy Officer

North West Environment Link. 
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