North West RSS Examination in Public

Written Statement on behalf of Friends of the Earth North West

Matter 1E: Sustainability

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

This cannot be the case without clear targets in the SEA for reducing the resource consumption, including that of carbon and other greenhouse gases, across the region.  If regionally verifiable targets are unable to be identified, then national Government targets, including its CO2 emission reduction commitments, should be applied as a minimum. 
(ii) Does the draft RSS achieve the right balance between economic growth, social inclusion, including equality and diversity issues, and environmental protection/enhancement?
No.   This question illustrates a profound misunderstanding of what Sustainable Development is meant to achieve and illustrates the failure of draft RSS to express adequately the ambitions of SD. The Government has made clear that Sustainable Development is the “core principle underpinning planning” and is therefore the central public interest objective of the system. The Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 has created a new legal duty on policy makers to promote its implementation (PPS 1 Para 3, PPS 11 Para 1.7 and the 2004 PCB Act section 39). PPS 1 also empowers the contents of the UK Sustainable Development Strategy 2005 (PPS 1 Para 13 (i)) so that regional and local decision makers must have regard to its objectives, stating: “Development plans should ensure that sustainable development is pursued in an integrated manner, in line with the principles for sustainable development set out in the UK strategy”.  Overall, sustainable development is becoming a core purpose at all levels of Government.  The Government’s new Sustainable Development Strategy published in March 2005 states that: “sustainable development is a priority shared by all Government departments.”
However, progress towards delivering sustainable outcomes has been slow precisely because of the approach reflected in the Panel’s questions. This implies the ‘balancing’ often interpreted as a “trading off” of the objectives of sustainable development rather than the stated imperative to integrate such objectives. 
While Para 3.1 of the draft RSS does set out the UK SD principles, the rest of the document does not show how they will be effectively implemented.  Climate change is one example of this but there is little mention in the Overall Vision of the RSS of the need to consider sustainable consumption and production, which form one chapter of the UK SD Strategy.   These principles build on the previous Sustainable Development strategy.  However, there are two crucial changes which have major implications for the NW RSS. 
· First, the 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. 

· Second, the strategy is clear that these principles are to be met together, and not “traded off” or “balanced” against each other. This was the perhaps the greatest failure of implementation of the previous strategy, where many decision-makers assumed that progress on one aim meant that adverse effects on other aims were a price worth paying. The new strategy states that “although the 1999 strategy stressed that…objectives had to be pursued at the same time, in practice, different agencies focused on those one or two most relevant to them. So a new purpose is needed to show how Government will integrate these aims.”

(iii) Do the proposals in draft RSS sufficiently provide for tackling climate change and mitigating for its impact?
No.  Effective implementation of Climate change policy requires a systematic approach based on a transparent regime of target setting.   We endorse the following approach based on the Friends of the Earth/ TCPA publication Tackling Climate Change Through Planning.  [Document submitted by FoE]

[See also our opening comments at Matter 1A.]
Government has set out clear national targets for CO2 reduction to secure climate stabilization by mid century. Target setting is therefore already established in national policy. Such targets can only be achieved by ensuring relevant policy incorporates the right kind of pathway or trajectory to deliver such measures. Regional and local development plans are required to consider these targets through the SEA process, because of the powerful statement in PPS 1 paragraph 13 on reducing the causes of climate change and a number of other national policies including the Sustainable Development Strategy.      

The SEA Directive requires the collection of baseline data on a wide range of issues in order to inform strategic policy choices (Annex  (b), (c)). Appendix 4 of the ODPM guidance (A Practical Guide to the SEA Directive, 2005) explicitly identifies climate factors as a key baseline issue. It is difficult to conceive how such data could be handled in the SEA process except in the form of targets and trajectories. Indeed, the guidance states, ‘objectives can be expressed in the form of targets, the achievement of which is measurable using indicators’  (Ibid Para 5.A.15). Article 10 of the Directive places great emphasis on need to monitor plans and programmes and take action if there are unforeseen adverse effects. It would seem clear that an effective policy regime for CO2 should adopt measurable and transparent targets.

Regional plans should establish such trajectories up to and including mid century (PPS 11, Para 1.4 specifically identifies climate change as an issue which needs consideration beyond the horizon of a single plan). Individual plans will need to set mile stone targets for CO2 reduction but such targets are not intended  to be treated as inflexible prohibitions on development but as a key part of measuring progress against the overall trajectory. Policy should encourage technological innovation where this can lead to faster reduction pathways. Regional plans also have the opportunity to set sub-regional delivery mechanisms and encourage cross border co-operation in the same way as advocated in PPS10 on waste. Regional Climate Change Partnerships may provide a key way of agreeing data and approaches in the same way that Regional Technical Advisory Bodies provide guidance on waste issues.

We recommend that the NW RSS should consider as a minimum the established policy framework already adopted in Yorkshire and Humber RSS, which is the most advanced of the English regions in this area.  This comprises four elements:

(a) incorporation into adopted Y&H Policy S5 of the national emissions reduction target (based on electricity consumption, not generation levels), without further breakdown to sub-regional or local targets - which would be premature.  

Alternatively the more recent development of this policy contained in draft Y&H RSS (policy YH2) could be considered; a version of this has been accepted recently by the North East RSS Panel.

(b) imposition of a broad responsibility on regional and local authorities/ other organisations – via Policy S5 - to contribute to achieving the target via joint working - which in statutory RSS now translates downwards to LDF level; 

(c) support from the RDA - which in Y&H comprises policy support in the RES combined with sectoral scenario establishment via a Cambridge Econometrics study; and finally 

(d) continued support for the developing regional Climate Change Action Plan – with the adoption of targets, as above - to catalyse and support partner activity.

There may well be a basis for increasing the targets from the Y&H levels as our understanding of the emissions and capacity in the NW region increases
(iv) Does the draft RSS provide a framework that can meet the aim of reducing the need to travel?
It is far from clear that it does.  The shift of emphasis from clearly prioritising development in existing centres, as in RPG13, to the City Regions concept needs at least a clearly explained ‘zoning’ approach within the CRs that is consistent with minimising commuting and maximising the provision of all types of activity and facilities in locations readily accessible to the population at large by walking/cycling and public transport.    









