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i. Should separate policies be used in this chapter to cover the individual aspects of (a) integrated land management incorporating woodland/forestry, (b) biodiversity and (c) landscape and heritage (culture)? Are the policy tests sufficiently explicit?

Natural England’s role is to conserve and enhance the natural environment for its intrinsic value, the wellbeing and enjoyment of people and the economic prosperity that it brings.

Natural England has been charged with the responsibility to ensure that England’s unique natural environment, including its land, flora and fauna, freshwater and marine environments, geology and soils are protected and improved. We therefore advocate an integrated approach to environmental conservation and enhancement and we support the principle of a combined policy on these issues.

The built environment is an integral component of the landscapes and townscapes that people cherish and there is an argument for including the conservation and enhancement of our built heritage within a combined policy. However, we recognise that the implementation of some of the principles embedded in Policy DP1, such as no net loss of key benefits and services, and the aim to achieve a net gain for quality of life objectives, may be more difficult to achieve, since once our built heritage has been damaged or destroyed the historical benefits that people valued have been lost for good. Similar arguments can be made for elements of environmental capital, for example an ancient woodland cannot be recreated, but we would consider a separate and more detailed policy on the historic environment, as English Heritage are proposing, to be a sensible way forward.
England’s natural environment makes a major contribution to national and regional character. Our geology, soils, landscapes and their biodiversity along with our marine and coastal ecosystems are a rich inheritance. Many areas of England are protected in National Parks, Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty and other designated areas and the condition of our very best wildlife sites is slowly improving. However, many of our landscapes are continuing to lose their ecological richness and their distinctive character.
Although we recognise that there is a strong policy framework at national level, for example in PPS7 and PPS9, we consider that the regional policy approach set out in EM1 needs to be strengthened in order to deliver the step-change in the conservation and enhancement of the environment we believe is necessary. We refer to our earlier comments on the Submitted Draft RSS in which we set out our suggestions for improvements to policy EM1 and the accompanying text.

We should also draw attention to the national review of UK and England biodiversity targets currently being undertaken within the framework of the UK Biodiversity Action Plan, by the government-led UK Biodiversity Partnership. This is part of a regular review cycle.  In parallel with the national review Natural England, in partnership with the North West Biodiversity Forum, hopes to update the North West Regional Biodiversity Targets that are included within the Technical Appendix (table 6.2) of the Submitted Draft Regional Spatial Strategy for the North West (RSS).  This exercise is likely to be completed by the end of March 2007. The updated NW Regional Biodiversity Targets will be designed to be compatible with the current targets and the Indicative Biodiversity Resource and Opportunity Diagram (Diagram 11.1 in Draft RSS) and easily incorporated into the RSS technical background documents as and when required.  Until that time the current NW Regional Biodiversity Targets are valid and should remain within the RSS supporting documents.  

ii. Does the draft RSS provide an appropriate steer in relation to green infrastructure aspirations and requirements? How will this policy be implemented?

Green Infrastructure is a relatively new concept for which there is currently no national policy context requiring local planning authorities to adopt a strategic approach to Green Infrastructure planning. Nevertheless, the importance of a planned approach to Green Infrastructure is being increasingly recognised across the country, notably in the context of the Government’s Growth Areas but also in discussions on the sustainable development objectives of Regional Spatial Strategies.

The natural environment is a provider of a wide range of environmental services, including clean water and air, healthy food, recreation and inspiration. However, in many areas the natural environment is in poor condition, reducing the quality of these environmental services. Ensuring that future generations can enjoy England’s rich geology, landscapes and biodiversity, means we must significantly improve the protection and management of what we have today. Improving the condition of the natural environment is required to ensure that everyone benefits from the services it provides.
Natural England considers it essential that the natural environment is recognised, promoted and managed as a significant contributor across the spectrum of quality of life objectives that the Government’s Sustainable Communities Plan is aiming to deliver. The region must aim to set new and challenging standards for the management and use of the natural environment and the quality of new development. A reactive approach to change, whether for example as a result of the effects of climate change or as an ad hoc approach to development proposals, will not be sufficient to deliver the step-change required. We believe that the proactive and strategic approach embodied in Green Infrastructure planning has the potential to make a significant contribution to this challenging agenda for action.

The stakeholders who have been involved so far in developing an understanding of the relevance of the approach to the North West consider that a joined-up and cross-regional approach to planning the North West’s green infrastructure is crucial to a sustainable future for the region. The North West Green Infrastructure Think Tank has therefore produced a draft North West Green Infrastructure Guide (Document Reference SDL/NE/1) with the aim of explaining what Green Infrastructure is, setting out the benefits and outlining the basic steps involved in Green Infrastructure planning. The guide has been revised following a period of consultation but is put forward for consideration as a draft to be reviewed further in the context of the discussions at the Examination in Public and the findings of the Panel.

The Regional Spatial Strategy has an essential role to play, especially in the absence of a national policy context, in setting out the importance of Green Infrastructure in delivering the best economic, environmental and social benefits for the North West region and the approach to be applied.

As a minimum, RSS needs to:

· identify Green Infrastructure planning as a regionally significant issue and set out the approach to be applied in the North West, stressing the relevance of the approach to all areas.

· require local planning authorities to take forward the approach set out in the draft North West Green Infrastructure Guide in rolling forward their plans and strategies and to consider the opportunities for conserving, improving and managing multi-functional Green Infrastructure through individual proposals and schemes coming forward in their areas.

Implementing policy EM3 will require a partnership approach but local planning authorities will have a key role to play, particularly in embedding the Green Infrastructure concept, the approach to be applied, and locally agreed priorities within their Local Development Frameworks.

Given that the objectives of Green Infrastructure planning are much wider than simply delivering improvements to the natural environment, we consider it insufficient simply to rely on a policy along the lines of EM3 in the section of RSS dealing with the environment. Paragraph 1.6 of Planning Policy Statement 11: Regional Spatial Strategies, explains that:

“The Government’s policy on spatial planning goes beyond traditional land use planning to bring together and integrate policies for the development and use of land with other policies and programmes which influence the nature of places and how they function.”

Natural England sees Green Infrastructure planning as an essential component in taking forward this broader and more integrated approach to spatial planning. Green Infrastructure planning should identify the significant needs and opportunities across the spectrum of economic, environmental and social objectives. The approach involves assessing the quality and functionality of existing Green Infrastructure, but mapping what is there already is not an end in itself. Delivery of agreed priorities will involve both creating new infrastructure and making the best and most efficient use of existing resources, thereby delivering a wider range of complementary functions from individual elements of the mapped green infrastructure resource.

The importance of Green Infrastructure goes well beyond the traditional concept of protecting the natural environment for its own sake. The improved functionality that can be achieved will deliver more sustainable outcomes that incorporate economic, environmental and social benefits and contribute, for example, to economic growth, rural and urban regeneration, and physical and mental health improvements. RSS needs, therefore, to recognise the broader objectives of the approach and to embed these at a high level, which could be achieved by including appropriate references to Green Infrastructure in the Vision and in policy DP1.

Policy EM3 itself, and the accompanying text in paragraph 11.5, may need to be strengthened in the light of the latest draft of the North West Green Infrastructure Guide, for example to:

· clarify how the potential of Green Infrastructure networks can be realised, including making better and more integrated use of existing resources;

· recognise that the approach requires stakeholders to work with existing data and frameworks to help build knowledge of, expertise in and consensus on Green Infrastructure planning and delivery;

· give appropriate weight to the North West Green Infrastructure Guide as the context for taking forward the approach in the North West;

· give impetus to the setting up of networks for sharing of emerging good practice and for the development of further detailed guidance.

Section 2.5 of the draft Guide (Intervention Plan) sets out ideas on the means by which the approach can be implemented and some case studies as examples of emerging practice around the country. The North West Regional Assembly have also set out in their statement on this question their thinking on how policy EM3 can be implemented and we support the various mechanisms they are advocating.
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