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Matter 1E: Sustainability

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

While the Sustainability Appraisal (SA) raises a number of relevant points and makes some sensible recommendations, it does not appear to be entirely robust. 
CPRE support the Environment Agency’s critique of the SA.
The SA assumes that RSS will be read and implemented as a whole. The impact attributed to many policies is based on their being implemented in the light of other policies, eg DP1. However, not all policies are consistent with these more sustainable policies, eg Policy W2/Table 8.1 is in parts inconsistent with DP1, as are tables 10.2a, 10.2b, 10.2c, and 10.2e on transport priorities, which focus largely on unsustainable, short term highways solutions to transport problems. It is therefore counterfactual to claim that RSS will be implemented as a whole. 

It would be more illuminating for policies to be scored for sustainability firstly in isolation, and then in context of the rest of RSS and, where significant differences arise, the other elements of RSS that have contributed to this difference be identified.
We are very concerned that so few of the SA’s recommendations have been adopted thus far into draft RSS, and believe this casts doubt on the soundness of draft RSS in its present form.

While CPRE appreciated the opportunity to be involved in the SA process workshops, we feel that greater stakeholder participation would have benefited the process.

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

Draft RSS does not achieve the right balance between economic, social and environmental goals. It should better reflect the Regional Sustainable Development Framework (SLD/NWTAR/1).
PPS1, paragraph 19, requires plan policies to be based on:-

· up-to-date information on the environmental characteristics of the area;

· 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.
The absence of a comprehensive assessment of environmental capacity with regard to any of the major thematic policies or the sub-regional policies appears to us to fall short of this requirement. 
The Sustainability Appraisal (SA) recommends that “consideration be given to requiring sub-regions to undertake assessments of the environmental capacity of their areas to better inform their ability to accommodate the level of growth identified” (p 67). And while some environmental capacity information is only measurable on a smaller scale, draft RSS makes no requirement of LAs, developers etc to obtain and analyse that information before implementing development proposals. 

Environmental capacity is a complex issue, referring both to the ability of the environment to absorb and support new development, and to its ability to provide certain benefits and services. These benefits and services include both ‘hard’ factors (eg capacity to provide clean water, absorb carbon dioxide and pollutants, or sustain certain levels of biodiversity) and ‘soft’ ones (enhancing quality of life through people’s experience of and interaction with their environment). Development can compromise the ability of the environment to deliver these benefits and services without necessarily breaching any strict limits.
Any proposed development should be considered against a thorough environmental capacity assessment, ie identification of both the ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ benefits that are being delivered (or that we hope to see delivered, in the case of environmental enhancement) by the environment in question, and how the proposed development will impact upon the delivery of those benefits.

As argued in the CPRE report “Making Sense of Environmental Capacity” (SLD/CPRE/7, pp 34-38), the data from environmental capacity assessments should be used not to restrict development per se, but to direct and influence the type, form and location of development to ensure the most sustainable outcomes. 

The lack of reference to either environmental limits or capacity indicates that the principles of sustainable development are not sufficiently embedded into draft RSS, and that the right balance has not been achieved. 

Draft RSS seems to be overly focused on economic growth, effectively sidelining issues of social inclusion and environmental protection and enhancement. The SA supports this view, eg recommending that that “improving quality of life, reducing social exclusion and reducing environmental impacts in the North West should be the top level aims.” (p 47), clearly implying that these elements are under-emphasised.
The policies that would contribute strongly to environmental protection and enhancement are often undermined and contradicted by those promoting economic growth (including housing policies intended primarily to support economic growth). 
The SA recommends that RSS should “seek to reduce energy use (especially fossil fuels), greenhouse gas emissions, vehicle mileage, consumption of natural resources, production of waste and pollution. Reducing the actual amounts matters for environmental sustainability. Increasing the efficiency of resource use, adopting cleaner technologies etc are potentially valuable means to do this – but they are not ends in themselves.” (p 47) This recommendation has not been effectively adopted.
The SA is also particularly critical of the sub-regional policies’ focus on economic development at the expense of social and environmental objectives (5.4.7 and Table 5.3).

While all three pillars of sustainable development are referred to within draft RSS, it is clear in almost all cases that the economic strand is given priority over the other two. This is indicative of a failure to move away from the old model of assuming that some measure of GVA can represent a reliable substitute for indicating quality of life, which has lead to an over-emphasis on economic matters and a tendency to view economic growth as an end in itself, rather than as a contributory factor to improving quality of life.
Under the sustainable development agenda, it is increasingly recognised that economic growth per se is a poor proxy for indicating whether the economy is delivering the benefits needed, and that this in itself is only one part of the quality of life equation. 

Draft RSS needs to more fully reflect this. While its overall objectives may demonstrate a more rounded approach to quality of life, the majority of the thematic and sub-regional policies fail to follow this through, thus undermining draft RSS’s ability to meet its own objectives. It therefore risks inconsistency with PPS1 and the UK Sustainable Development Strategy (GEN10).

CPRE’s report “What You Measure Matters” (SLD/CPRE/3) compares regional performance in economic terms against a basket of eight other quality of life indicators, and notes amongst other things that the North West ranks third in England on the alternative indicators. This illustrates that pursuing economic growth to the detriment of other objectives may have the effect of reducing overall quality of life for many.

Adopting the Quality of Life Capital approach (which aims to “work out the conditions, and the limits, for development and change to improve rather than damage quality of life.” (SUS2, p 14) and maintaining it throughout RSS would be one way of rectifying this bias and better reflecting the sustainable development agenda.

Alternatively, the Ecological Footprint approach could help secure a better balance. A preliminary study of the North West’s ecological footprint was made in 2004 (ENV9). Ecological Footprint is included in the South East and South West Draft RSSs (OREG8, Table B1 objective 16, OREG10, Policy SD1, p 11), including policy measures to stabilise Ecological Footprint.

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

Policy DP1 acknowledges that climate change is an urgent regional priority, but does not address it in a sufficiently robust manner. 
There is a complete absence of reference to climate change in the transport policies, and the economic development policies only refer to climate change with reference to tourism. These are the areas likely to have some of the greatest climate change impacts, and therefore with the potential to make some of the greatest emissions reductions. The issue is clearly not well enough embedded or tackled adequately, although some policies (eg coastal) do address the issue better.
As we argue under Matter 1B (ii), there is no justification for not immediately setting targets for greenhouse gas emission reduction and establishing a clear trajectory and transparent expectations for reductions. Better data will of course be available in the future, and that can be used to review progress made and, if necessary, revise the original trajectory. However, adequate (if not ideal) data exists now (and can even, if necessary, be disaggregated from national figures).
As well as targets for emissions reductions, DP1 should set out each policy area where climate change impacts can and should be mitigated and/or adapted to. Policies in each of those areas should then explicitly detail how they respond to the challenge of climate change.

At present, some policies are clearly in direct contravention to the need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, eg RT3. Others are likely to increase rather than decrease emissions, eg the insistence on increased connectivity within and between city regions; locations for regionally significant economic development outside of existing urban areas and remote from the kind of sustainable transport connections necessary to reduce travel by car.
It is not clear that the levels of energy savings proposed for the housing sector will adequately compensate for the scale of housing growth proposed, and so these policies may also lead to increased emissions.

Overall, draft RSS does not sufficiently provide for tackling climate change. This is probably its most serious deficit, given the ever-decreasing timescale which the most recent scientific evidence suggests we have in which to take action. The Tyndall Centre’s latest research points to the need to reduce emissions by 6% per year, every year, from 2010 to 2050. Draft RSS is not currently up to that task.
(iv) Does the draft RSS provide a framework that can meet the aim of reducing the need to travel?

Draft RSS, while making reference to reducing the need to travel, does not appear to provide a comprehensive framework aimed at doing so.
Particular examples of the failure to prioritise reducing the need to travel include:-

· The failure to adopt the sustainable transport hierarchy, as recommended by the SA (pp 48, 67)

· The failure anywhere to commit to reducing or, more sustainably, reversing traffic growth, rather than simply managing it 

· The failure to give clear guidance on demand management for transport

· Insufficient emphasis on co-locating housing with appropriate employment and services other than health and education (The positive approach in Policy L1 could be extended to cover these other aspects)

· The insistence on increased connectivity within and between city regions, rather than accessibility and local, sustainable production and consumption, shortening supply chains, etc
· Locations for regionally significant economic development outside of existing urban areas and remote from the kind of sustainable transport connections necessary to reduce travel by car

· Policy RT3: Airports

· The preponderance of highways schemes in Tables 10.2 a-c

· The focus on (particularly long-distance) travel routes in paragraphs 2.1 & 2.2, rather than other relevant regional characteristics

· The acceptance of the Regional Freight Strategy, which was developed without input from any environmental body and which does not effectively reduce the impact of moving freight

Such a framework could be established by:-
1. Accepting the SA’s recommendation to adopt the sustainable transport hierarchy

2. Identifying which policy areas have the potential to contribute significantly to driving transport demand up the hierarchy (or to perpetuate or worsen existing problems)
3. In policies for each of these areas, explicitly detailing how they are responding to this challenge, including targets and trajectories where appropriate
This would provide a transparent means for assessing draft RSS’s contribution to the aim of reducing the need to travel. As transport is one of the highest emitting sectors of greenhouse gases, and the fastest growing, this would tie in closely with our recommendation for DP1 above and in Matter 1B (ii).
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