Future North West: Our Shared Priorities
North West Environment Link Response

Introduction

NWEL have been closely involved in the development of Future North West, and in helping to shape its environmental objectives of securing economic growth within environmental limits, combating climate change and protecting and enhancing the region’s natural environment. We particularly welcome the framework’s recognition of the intrinsic value of the natural environment, its restorative approach to environmental limits, the recognition of environmental enhancement as a ‘Big Ticket issue’ and the emphasis on mitigating climate change and increasing the resilience of species and habitats to unavoidable impacts. We would not want to see the weakening or removal of any of the existing elements relating to environmental protection and enhancement, or the efficient and prudent use of land, energy and other resources, throughout the document as this would reduce its currently well-developed approach to sustainability. 
However, we endorse the Sustainability Appraisal’s recommendation (para 2.2.17) that the section on Environmental Limits be given more prominence and for it to be linked more closely to a strengthened Objective 4e (safeguard the natural environment). This should include practical actions under Objective 4e to contribute to implementing the statement on Environmental Limits. We also feel strongly that adaptation to the unavoidable impacts of climate change must be one of the “Big Ticket Issues”. 
Inevitably, Future North West is still very much a work in progress with an expanding evidence base and more research needed on key issues such as Environmental Limits.  Despite the progress already made in the course of its development, there needs to be more focus on environmental assets, opportunities and challenges.  It also needs an implementation plan to show how aspirations are to be translated into measurable, and monitored, actions.  One of the key issues to be addressed in the plan is how exactly the Environmental Limit principles in the framework should be used as a basis for decision making by key players such as Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs).  
In this response we have quoted from the Sustainability Appraisal of Future North West.  We fully support all the conclusions and recommendations of that report. It appears that the Assessment reviewed the penultimate draft of Future North West, not the version published for consultation, and the full incorporation of all recommendations in the Assessment in the final version will be necessary to ensure that environmental limits are respected and integrated throughout the document.
Assets and Opportunities

While we welcome the assets and opportunities that have been identified, we feel these need to be expanded to include heritage assets.  It is vital to acknowledge  the very considerable range of heritage assets that are key to the NW’s cultural and visitor offer.  Whilst a number of these are found in city centres this is not exclusively the case, for example they include buildings associated with the arts in the Lake District (Ruskin’s Brantwood, Wordsworth’s Dove Cottage and Blackwell – all of which are key cultural resources today in the life of Cumbrian people and their visitors).  Similarly the range of magnificent Country House in the north Cheshire/Greater Manchester/Merseyside belt – Tatton, Dunham, Sudley House, Speke, Capesthorne, Lyme etc - are major visitor destinations, along with other attractions like the Liverpool sites associated with the Beatles. This element also then needs to be linked into Objective 4e

Implementation and Delivery
Future North West is now a non statutory document and as such will need to embed itself within the new context created by the replacement of regional governance with decentralisation and localism.  This presents serious challenges.  In effect, Future North West can only survive with the active support and commitment of local authorities, the emerging LEPs, and the wider public, private and voluntary sectors.  If it is to remain relevant and “live”, it must be used by local authorities in preparing Development Plans and other strategies and in spending decisions. It must also inform LEPs’ plans and investment strategies.  Equally importantly, in the absence of regional governance, Future North West will have to be delivered and monitored sub-regionally. We would suggest this is a role that LEPs could undertake for their individual areas.  This suggestion echoes that in the Sustainability Appraisal (para 4.2.4).
If, as we suggest, LEPs are to deliver the principles and objectives of Future North West they will need the framework enshrined in their terms of reference and access to expertise in implementing and monitoring it. Ensuring that the principles and objectives of Future North West are adequately translated into the emerging LEPs frameworks and plans will be an essential part of managing the transition to the new arrangements. Given NWEL’s track record to date in helping to develop the environmental dimension of the framework, we are both qualified and keen to work with LEPs to ensure that Future North West contributes to the future sustainable development of the region.
‘Big Ticket’ Issues

Though there is an over-dominance of economic development issues in this list, we want to endorse and support items 10 and 11. All of the Environment Link organisations are contributing to the delivery of these themes and consider them critical to the future health, wealth and happiness of the region. These issues are also particularly vulnerable in a period of austerity and we trust that their inclusion within this list ensures that local authorities and others continue the good work that has already been achieved.

BTI4 & BTI7 – Environmental Limits should be explicitly included in this section to make clear that schemes which have an unacceptable impact on environmental assets or landscape/seascape should not be pursued 

Places

Irish Sea – the aesthetic importance of the seascape from the NW coast to the Irish Sea should be included in this section. It is a key consideration in the development of future development schemes, such as off-shore energy proposals.

Outstanding Issues

Environmental Limits 
While the development of an Environmental Limits section has been a major breakthrough, we feel that it should be given more prominence throughout the framework, with clarity under key individual objectives (eg relating to housing, transport, infrastructure, renewable energy etc) as to how they relate to the need to respect limits. It will also be essential that the ‘Big Ticket Issues’ are addressed within the context of the Environmental Limits identified.

More importantly, it is vital that the work to identify limits in more detail should continue and results be incorporated in future strategic work and decision-making in the North West, including the strategies of local authorities and LEPs.. The evidence base should continue to be updated and remain easily accessible to all partners.
In the existing Limits section, the first bullet (re emissions to air) needs to be amended to clarify that it applies to carbon emissions and their climate change impacts as well as to pollutants that impact on air quality.

Objective 4e should be strengthened and re-worded as recommended by Natural England to provide clarity and a more practical steer on addressing landscape and biodiversity issues.

Furthermore there is insufficient attention applied to heritage assets; these are also vulnerable assets that need to be cherished and enhanced for their intrinsic and wider benefits – this should be explicitly recognised in the introductory two paragraphs of this part of the document
Developmental Pressures

There are proposals in Future North West which will have the potential to significantly impact on biodiversity, landscapes and habitat and to increase emissions and pollution.  Developing the Lake District as the UK’s ‘adventure capital’ will lead to increased ‘people pressure’ on an already fragile environment.  The proposed expansion of Ports and Airports conflicts with the framework’s low carbon commitments, increased housing development impacts on both water supply and quality, and location, scale and type of renewable energy technology has a potential impact on European sites and other important sites for biodiversity. 

It is essential that rigorous heritage and ecological impact and appropriate assessments of such proposals are undertaken in the future.  The Sustainability Appraisal points in particular to the absence of an HRA of the framework and emphasises the need for such assessments in the future at appropriate, possibly LEP levels. (para 2.2.16) This provides yet another example of the crucial role of LEPs in the successful delivery of Future North West.
Land management

Given that the vast majority of the land in the North West is under agricultural management, there needs to be a concerted effort to improve the skills, knowledge, techniques, practices and technologies necessary to ensure the sustainable management of the land and to secure the ecosystem services vital to the health of the region.  These issues are not strongly emphasised enough within the framework given the significance they have for our future resilience in terms of food, water and energy security, flood risk, and ecosystem health as well as for carbon and other greenhouse gas storage or emission. 
For example, most peat soils in the North West, while they have the potential for significant carbon storage, are currently net emitters of carbon due to historical management practices that are not appropriate to current needs. One of the key recommendations of the Committee on Climate Change's 2nd Progress Report, June 2010 (at http://www.theccc.org.uk/reports/progress-reports/2nd-progress-report), is that much more significant gains can be made in GHG reduction from agriculture with the introduction of new policies, practices  and mechanisms.
Urban regeneration v Urban expansion

While there are welcome references to the physical and economical renewal of our cities and towns, much of the developmental pressure inherent in Future North West will inevitably be directed to existing urban areas.  While this makes sense in overall sustainability terms, it has the potential to further increase the environmental inequalities (air quality, congestion, limited access to open space etc) experienced in dense urban areas.  There needs to be a clear commitment to develop the kind of compact, sustainable urban communities, high in accessible green infrastructure, that enhance the health and wellbeing of residents and maximise the potential for sustainable transport and low carbon living. There needs to be a focus on the quality, design and outcomes of new development in terms of social wellbeing and environmental improvement as well as economic growth, and a commitment to build on and develop innovative and creative ways of maximising the multiple benefits that can be derived from land, eg by incorporating green infrastructure, including green roofs and walls, into all new development..
There also needs to be a commitment to prioritise developing accessible brownfield land (where there are no over-riding biodiversity or recreational interests) within urban areas over Greenfield and Green Belt land outside them, either as an over-arching principle or in specific objectives relating to housing, employment sites etc.
Nuclear Power

The prominence given to all and any nuclear new build as a key renewable energy solution is questionable.  Even more questionable, and potentially contentious, is the support given to any bid in the North West to be the major UK repository for nuclear waste.  The North West has undoubted skills in nuclear decommissioning and the treatment of waste, and this will continue to be a key economic strength for the foreseeable future. However, we feel there needs to be a more sophisticated and nuanced approach to potential new nuclear development, taking into account public opinion, potential costs, the unresolved problem of waste, and safety concerns.

Aviation & internationalism 

The framework recognises the conflict between expanding aviation and its low-carbon commitments and the need to find solutions, but doesn’t provide them. There is no recognition of conflict between the twin emphases on ever-increasing globalisation and international trade and the need to radically reduce carbon emissions. In the absence of firm agreement on a way forward there is a real danger that commercial pressures for aviation expansion will squeeze out aspirations to reduce emissions. An explicit carbon balance calculation, setting out how increased emissions from aviation will be offset by reductions in other sectors, would be an effective way forward.
From the outset in the Future North West process there was a joint focus on both internationalisation and on developing better local (up to national) economic linkages, based partially on the proven “food-webs” concept that demonstrates that local economies, communities and environments benefit from a system of short supply chains and strong and multiple local economic linkages. 
The framework needs to recognise that there are substantial risks as well as opportunities from increased internationalisation, and that opportunities should be pursued in a manner that does not over-expose us to events outside of our control. By definition this would reduce the resilience of the region’s economy, conflicting with one of the key principles of the framework. Developing shorter and more local (up to national scale) supply, production and consumption chains can have significant benefits for economic, social and environmental resilience.

Priorities for places

We welcome the improvements made to this section regarding the treatment of the natural environment, particularly under priorities g and I, and the emphasis on low-carbon economy in the conurbations. However, the quality of the environment and of semi-natural features around and within all the named centres will be central to their future attractiveness, prosperity and quality of life. It is stated that these places are where “economic, environmental and social priorities can be brought together in an integrated and balanced way”, but this has not yet been achieved in relation to the named towns and cities. 

Key issues for urban areas may include, as examples:

· Green roofs & retrofitting in Manchester

· Access to green space and development of ecological networks

· Better use of Green Belt land around conurbations to improve quality of place and improve delivery of ecosystem services

· Maximising efficient use of land & re-use of empty homes in urban centres, esp Manchester & Liverpool

The key issue is that the natural environment is a crucial contributor to the success and quality of place of all the places in the NW, and protecting, restoring and enhancing it, whether on a landscape scale or through urban green infrastructure will be highly significant to all places. The authors and their sub-regional partners need to recognise this and to identify the environmental priorities for the each of the different places named. NWEL and its individual members would be happy to work with partners to achieve this in future development work, eg with the emerging LEPs.

Atlantic Gateway

While this concept (and its associated projects) have been introduced into Future North West drafts and consultations, it is not clear that it has ever received consensus or even majority support as the best way to manage the future development of the Mersey corridor. There has never been any discussion of alternatives or the potential impacts within the process of developing Future North West. In the absence of adequate detail or discussion/consultation on the potential impacts, we feel that the Atlantic Gateway cannot be endorsed as the most sustainable way forward or the best means of planning for the future of Manchester, Liverpool and the areas in between.  While it might be so, the case is far from proven. 
It also presents the risk of being a hostage to fortune and an element that will date and possibly undermine Future North West if it is not taken forwards. For example, we note that there is no reference to the Atlantic Gateway concept in the Greater Manchester LEP proposal, which would be expected if it was indeed a priority for the future of this area.

If the Atlantic Gateway concept, or the Manchester-Liverpool corridor, remains as a ‘priority for place’, the following key bullet should be re-inserted:

“focus development within existing towns and cities, particularly the regeneration of appropriate brownfield sites”

This appeared in the penultimate draft of Future North West and is a key component in ensuring that development across this area is sustainable. Its removal would indicate a lack of commitment either to protecting the countryside or to improving the quality of urban areas.
