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Dear Michael
Thank you for your letter of 9th October concerning the Appropriate Assessment (AA) of the North West Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS). 

2
I note that NWRA, in conjunction with regional partners, is close to completing stages 1a and 1b of the AA and that this suggests further work is necessary at stage 2 to ascertain whether policies will adversely affect the integrity of several European sites. You state that this further work will not be available in time to be debated at the forthcoming Examination in Public (EIP). You also state that, given funding constraints, it is unlikely that NWRA could commission such work in the current financial year. 

3
Whilst Government has responsibility for ensuring that the need for an AA of RSS has been met, it is the Regional Planning Body (RPB) that is the competent body for undertaking the AA. Lisette Simcock wrote to all RPBs in March 2006 explaining this responsibility. We appreciate that this was very late in the process of reviewing the Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS) for the North West of England, but were hopeful at that time that sufficient progress would be made to inform the EIP debate. It is disappointing that in the last six months the work has not moved beyond the evidence gathering and screening stages (as described in the draft DCLG Guidance). It is also disappointing that there is no flexibility in your budget to cover further work. We urge that you adopt a more explicit risk strategy in relation to subsequent RSS reviews to plan for such contingencies.

4
Having said this, we acknowledge that there is little, if anything, that could be done now on stage 2 of the AA to assist the Panel in their deliberations (either in November or January). We, therefore, feel that the best approach would be for GONW to take the work forward and complete the AA at the same time as the Sustainability Appraisal likely to be required when drawing up Proposed Changes to the draft RSS. 

5
We anticipate that early next year Defra will publish AA Guidance in conjunction with the amending regulations. This will inform the process to be adopted. Also, we are already in discussion with GONE, who are in a similar position on the NE RSS, about emerging best practice.

6
I trust this addresses your questions. I am copying this letter to the Panel.

Yours sincerely,
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Gill Ayres





cc
Ms Helen Wilson, EIP Panel Secretary









Mr Phil Robinson, NWRA
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