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Matter 2D: Rural Issues
(i) Are rural issues, including the development needs of small towns, adequately addressed in the draft RSS?

Draft RSS is overwhelmingly dominated by economic and urban concerns. While CPRE acknowledges that around 80% of the North West’s population lives in urban areas, its rural areas make a vital contribution to its prosperity and quality of life, and require a more thoroughly developed strategy for their sustainable protection, enhancement and development.
Whilst Policies RDF2 and RDF3 are broadly positive and supportive of rural areas, CPRE does not feel that these positive beginnings are adequately reflected throughout draft RSS, and particularly not in the city region policies. Later policies should be more ‘rural-aware’ / better rural-proofed in light of these Policies, and preferably also our recommended amendments to them.
CPRE believe that draft RSS could usefully be strengthened, and better achieve its Objectives, with reference to:

· the strengths of the rural economy and communities – to be celebrated, not just supported 
· protecting and enhancing valuable areas of rural land (and reference to how this will be achieved), as an environmental asset in terms of biodiversity, landscape and cultural heritage value, ecosystem services etc, as well as for the social benefit of the resident population & to ensure  the future of tourism: investing in the environment

· providing support to agriculture to ensure it remains a viable and vital sector in its own right, and recognition of its vital role in maintaining the region’s distinct and varied landscapes 
· the significance of maintaining a high quality landscape and the value of work carried out by people in achieving this – eg in agriculture and conservation –  much of which is low paid or even voluntary but which is vital to sustaining the region’s economy, quality of life and future prosperity.
· support both for food and sustainable production and processing of bioenergy crops – diversifying within farming, not just out of farming into other activities

· the effects of climate change on the region, UK, and Europe, and the likely effects this will have on rural areas and agriculture in terms of changing market pressures as well as ecologically

· encouraging and promoting markets for local and UK-produced food, strengthening local ‘branding’, specialisms and distinctiveness

· maintaining the capability of the land to support a thriving agricultural base by protecting soil and water resources

· how in practice communities can be effectively consulted and empowered

· rural areas within city regions

· specific reference to National Parks and AONBs, and the role they can play in encouraging good practice in the sustainable management of the wider countryside, in accordance with Circular 12/96, para 18
This could be achieved by amending RDF3 as follows, and ensuring that these issues are carried through the rest of RSS:

“Plans and strategies in the Region’s rural areas, including within city regions, must:

· Understand and respect the varying character and distinctive landscape features of the rural areas, and protect and enhance valuable landscapes;

· Value the significance of work done to maintain and enhance landscapes for their own sake and in wider terms of the region’s economy, quality of life and future prosperity, not just its immediate GVA value
· Promote and encourage Environmental Stewardship

· Seek to empower local communities to address their own needs by [for example] 

· putting in place robust and effective consultation mechanisms, 

· promoting the use of Village Design Statements and Parish Plans, 

· actively promoting widespread community participation in decision-making, and 

· encouraging social enterprises and the community and voluntary sector;

· Support a sustainable, dynamic and diverse agricultural sector, encouraging and promoting distinctive locally-produced food and other products;

· Support sustainable tourism and other land based activities; 

· Strengthen and diversify the rural economy in a way which protects and enhances the quality and character of the rural environment and maintains the capability of the land to support a thriving agricultural base; and

· Take into account of the likely effects of climate change on the Region, the UK, and Europe, in terms of market pressures and opportunities as well as physical adaptation

Development in rural areas should be concentrated within Key Service Centres and should be of a scale and nature appropriate to fulfil the needs of local communities for housing, employment and services, and to enhance the quality of rural life and character of the centre.

In rural areas adjacent to regional centres, towns and cities, advantage should be taken of the proximity to access services, employment and a more diverse economic base, while ensuring the viability of functioning rural communities, protecting the special qualities of rural areas, and reducing the need to travel. In the ‘sparse’ rural areas of the region, more innovative and flexible solutions to meet their particular development needs should be implemented and targeted towards achieving:

· More equitable access to housing, services, education, healthcare and employment; and

· Maintained and strengthened support for agriculture and tourism, whilst encouraging a more diverse economic base”

Plans and strategies should reflect the need to give the highest status of protection in relation to landscape and scenic beauty to National Parks and AONBs. Areas with such designations are key regional assets, and should be regarded as models for the sustainable management of the wider countryside.”
There is also no mention of the successor England Rural Development Programme or how the measures it will contain will be delivered (by Natural England and the NWDA) and be co-ordinated regionally, or how the measures will be integrated with the objectives of the RSS. CPRE believes that this issue requires significant attention and discussion, and must be referenced in the published RSS.
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