Resp 41/ Matter 6A


Matter 6A Environment and Landscape

Question (i) Integrated Land Management

The title for Section 11 should be changed to ‘Managing, Protecting and Enhancing North West Environmental Assets’.

Policy EM1, p51 

Under biodiversity, the RSPB supports the principle in the first sentence of this paragraph i.e. the delivery of a step change increase in biodiversity resources. It is not clear, however, how the RSS will deliver this. We support the reference to the Indicative Biodiversity Resource and Opportunity Diagram and its inclusion in the RSS. We welcome the reference to the Biodiversity Targets for the North West Region which is in line with PPS9 which requires that RSS includes targets for restoration and re-creation of priority habitats and recovery of priority species populations. A reference to the impact of climate change on biodiversity should be made.
The RSS should make reference to Planning for Biodiversity and Geological Conservation: A Guide to Good Practice. This follows the publication of PPS 9 last August, which set out how the planning system should support the conservation of our natural heritage, on both designated sites and in the wider environment. This was accompanied by a new cross-government circular that provides guidance on the sites and species that receive statutory protection under national and international law.

The final paragraph should be amended ‘…the Cheshire Meres and Mosses. In addition these frameworks should consider the likely impact that climate change may have on biodiversity.’
Question (ii) Green Infrastructure

The RSPB supports the inclusion of a Green Infrastructure policy within the RSS but recommends that it is included in the Regional Spatial Framework since it is a spatial planning approach that aims to deliver multiple socio-economic and environmental benefits to deliver regeneration of urban areas.

The RSPB believes that green infrastructure is essential to the development of sustainable communities.  Wildlife-rich green infrastructure produces benefits to the community beyond valuable environmental benefits – it yields economic and social benefits.  Green spaces around us contribute to a healthy and pleasant environment.  They can offer places to relax or be active, spaces for people to get together and they can encourage businesses into an area.  A mosaic of green infrastructure in terms of shape, type, size and use delivers the most benefit to people, as well as helping wildlife.

For instance, investing in our natural environment saves public money (local and central government financial saving).  The cost of physical inactivity to the economy (including to the National Health Service) is calculated to be £8.2 billion a year.  The potential value of a park in an urban area, in terms of avoided inactivity, is estimated at between £0.8 million and £2.7 million per year to the national economy, including £0.2 million to £0.6 million to the NHS (saving dependent on population density) (Bird, 2004).

Policy EM2, p53 

Should refer to regional biodiversity targets, the RSPB supports their inclusion in the implementation plan. After the sentence starting A Green Infrastructure Guide, an additional sentence should be included:

’Local authorities in partnership with other relevant bodies should identify multi-functional networks of green space (“Green Infrastructure”). This should be an immediate priority where there is currently limited access to natural greenspace, and should contribute towards the delivery of biodiversity objectives and to wider socio-economic benefits.’

Question (iii) Development in areas of flood risk

The RSPB welcomes the use of regional and strategic flood risk assessments (RFRAs/SFRAs) for regional spatial strategies and local development documents respectively. As a general principle, dealing with environmental issues such as flood risk at a more strategic level, in addition to detailed consideration at the project level, should lead to better outcomes for development and the natural environment. This should include identifying opportunities for planning gain, including habitat creation and enhancement.

Coastal and fluvial floodplain wetland habitats have been devastated by modern agriculture, industry and urbanisation, and the flood defences and land drainage which defend them. For example, 64% of coastal and floodplain grazing marsh, a UK Biodiversity Action Plan (UKBAP) priority habitat, was lost in the Greater Thames area between the 1930s and 1980s. The consequences for breeding wading birds has been serious and once common species, such as snipe, are now restricted to a handful of nature reserves and designated sites. 

The UKBAP has established targets for maintaining and enhancing a range of wetland habitats, including grazing marsh. By definition, achieving these targets will require wetland creation and floodplain restoration. However, this may involve change of land use and ‘development’ within the meaning of the Planning Acts, such as engineering work on ditches, pools and lakes.  Habitat creation will play a vital role in ensuring the survival of many species and it is essential that the RSS encourages habitat creation alongside other development.
The RSPB is involved in regional partnerships to change landuse in areas of flood risk, for example, from agriculture to conservation through coastal realignment at Hesketh Outmarsh on the River Ribble and deliver multiple socio-economic and environmental objectives to help people and wildlife adapt to climate change.
English Nature, the Environment Agency, the RSPB and the Wildlife Trusts are also working together to develop a 50-year vision for wetlands, which will include targeting areas for restoring and creating new habitat. The Vision will be developed through widespread stakeholder participation and should provide useful information to planning authorities.

Policy EM5, p54 

Amend third bullet point to reflect the need to prepare for future flood risks from climate change: ‘Requiring that any development which, exceptionally, must take place in current or future flood risk areas is resilient to current and future flooding’.

Policy EM6, p56 

The bullet point ‘minimising the loss of coastal habitats and avoiding damage to coastal processes’ should reflect legal requirements to protect the region’s extensive network of sites of international and national importance. It should be replaced with ‘Protect and enhance coastal habitats and where possible work with natural coastal processes.’

Question (iv) Water Resources

The RSPB recently undertook an analysis of the costs and benefits of building all new homes to the Building Research Establishment’s EcoHomes excellent standard using reports from Defra, UK Water Industry Research and the Housing Corporation (Dickie, 2005).  It is estimated that to build a home to this standard, in terms of water and energy saving actions, would create an additional cost of around £160 per home – an insignificant amount in the overall build cost of a new house.  

The EcoHomes excellent standard could save 10,000 megalitres of water per year, implying savings of £1.16 billion on new water resource infrastructure, and 10 million tonnes of carbon emissions per year, potentially worth £2.9 billion over the next 30 years. The RSPB also carried out a cost-benefit analysis which demonstrated a Benefit: Cost ratio of 8:1, clearly worthwhile for society. 

Policy EM5 

Suggest additional bullet point:

· Require new housing to meet BRE “Excellent” standard.
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