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The environmental priorities of the ‘Future North West’ consultation

The purpose of this briefing, provided by North West Environment Link, is to present an update on:
· The background & development of Future North West
· The current situation - how it is intended to be used

· The key environmental provisions in the document 

· How North West Environment Link has been involved

· Questions still to be answered

· How to respond to the current consultation on the final draft of the framework
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Background and development

In 2007, the previous Government announced that they would be merging Regional Spatial Strategies and Regional Economic Strategies in order to streamline and better integrate spatial planning and economic development policy and investment. These new integrated Regional Strategies would be jointly produced by Regional Leaders’ Boards and Regional Development Agencies (RDAs).

In the North West, the Leaders’ Board (4NW) and NWDA acted quickly, and in advance of the legislation, to begin preparing a new Regional Strategy. Over the following two years, they pulled together and consulted extensively on a comprehensive evidence base, a “Principles and Issues” paper, and a “Part 1” paper consisting of a high-level framework for action.

They also convened a Regional Strategy Advisory Group, consisting of key stakeholders from the public, private and voluntary sectors as well as representatives of the five sub-regional partnerships, to provide ongoing input into the development of the Strategy.

The strategy was in the process of being finalised for formal consultation, followed by Examination in Public, when the new Coalition Government announced that they intended to abolish all things regional, including strategies, Development Agencies and Leaders’ Boards, and swiftly began acting on that intention.

Current situation
In line with its commitment to localism and decentralisation, the Coalition have placed  decision-making on planning and housing matters solely in the hands of local authorities, while re-centralising many other former RDA powers back to Whitehall. There is therefore no longer a statutory basis for a regional strategy.

However, there has been strong agreement amongst local authority leaders, sub-regional partnerships and other stakeholders that the North West would benefit from a shared vision and an agreed set of integrated priorities. 4NW and NWDA have therefore continued to work with partners to develop a non-statutory, high level framework and set of priorities for the North West, which builds on the Regional Strategy work. This framework has become known as Future North West.

It is intended that: 

· local authorities will continue to see it as a useful framework when preparing their Development Plan Documents, other plans and strategies, and spending decisions;

· it will inform the plans and investment strategies of the newly-emerging Local Enterprise Partnerships (vehicles for local authorities, businesses and other stakeholders to co-operate around strategic issues such as planning, housing and transport that require a greater-than-local level perspective),

· it will aid and guide the decision-making process of private, public and third sector organisations.

Rather than containing detailed policies, it describes the opportunities and challenges facing the North West, and sets the scene for action to be taken by local authorities, businesses and other public and third sector bodies. It should provide an example of the kind of bottom-up, collaborative and co-operative action across borders which the Coalition wants to encourage.

The evidence base will be kept and made available to local authorities individually and in partnerships for future plan development. As a non-statutory framework it will depend on the active support and commitment of a wide range of partners to be effective and gain traction, but there is a feeling that the process so far has gone some way to secure that buy-in. The framework sets out how actors in the region can:-

· achieve shared goals through collaborative action;

· use their powers, resources and influence to achieve common standards;

· encourage and promote behavioural change by businesses, households and individuals; and 

· influence national and EU policy development

in order to help deliver the shared priorities highlighted.

The cuts imposed by the Government, including to environmental support and protection agencies such as Natural England, the Environment Agency, English Heritage, the Sustainable Development Commission and the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution, along with their review of the planning system and of a wide range of other regulations and initiatives that provide environmental protection, mean that there will be an even greater need for environmental NGOs to use every tool at their disposal in defence of the natural and historic environment.

Key environmental provisions

Environmental limits

Future North West contains a number of statements and imperatives that voluntary and community groups may want to make reference to in discussions with local authorities, businesses and others. It has a very strong, up-front commitment to the need to secure economic growth with environmental limits. It states that

“We are committed to securing economic growth within environmental limits, since this is a fundamental requirement of sustainable development. Our health, wellbeing and prosperity are dependent on the provision of a wide range of environmental services, and the natural environment is also highly valued by the people of the North West for its own sake. It is therefore essential to ensure that all objectives and actions under the four strands are delivered within environmental limits.”

It then goes on to set out seven key environmental domains where limits must be respected:

· harmful emissions to air 

· the water environment, including water quality, supply and flood risk

· soils and minerals

· biodiversity 
· landscapes

· the marine and coastal environment 

· access to green space 
Crucially, it also states that:

“The approach to environmental limits approach is essentially restorative, aiming to progressively improve environmental conditions, with no net loss of resource. It first of all seeks to avoid loss or damage to assets, then to mitigate any unavoidable damage, and finally to compensate for loss or damage through offsetting actions.” 

This restorative approach is an acknowledgement that the only way we can be sure of respecting environmental limits is to aim for a progressive improvement on current environmental conditions, rather than to set an unavoidably arbitrary limit and accept that environmental quality can be safely degraded down to that level.

There is also a welcome emphasis on increasing the resilience of the North West, to climate change and to other potential environmental, social and economic ‘shocks’.

Climate Change

The first of the four themes that the framework is organised around is climate change and resource efficiency, and it focuses on 

· the actions necessary to develop opportunities for renewable and nuclear technologies and low-carbon goods and services; 

· adapting to the unavoidable impacts of climate change; and 

· stimulating low-carbon and resource-efficient solutions and alternatives across a wide range of sectors, including housing, trans[port and industry.

Healthy natural environment & green infrastructure

Objective 4e is to “Safeguard the natural environment and develop green infrastructure to provide economic, environmental and social benefits”. It sets the context by emphasising the relatively high quality of the natural environment in the North West, with areas of high landscape and biodiversity value in close proximity to major population centres. It highlights the need to protect and enhance the natural environment both for its own sake and to contribute to economic growth and social wellbeing.

It seeks to:- 

· protect, enhance, create and manage landscapes and biodiversity habitat across the North West,

· double woodland cover by 2050, and

· improve the provision and maintenance of Green infrastructure, particularly in areas of significant growth and development pressure

Other key references

1. The assumptions and list of assets and opportunities (sections 1b and 1c) that the framework is built on clearly identify some of the key environmental issues.

2. Many of the “big ticket” issues where action will be focused have the potential to be supportive of environmental aspirations:

· Develop our low carbon energy offer, especially in nuclear and marine renewables, for example through the Energy Coast initiative

· Develop Next Generation Access digital connectivity

· Improve rail connectivity across the North West and tackle transport pinch points, especially the Northern Hub and securing High Speed Rail access

· Reduce levels of ill-health, health inequalities, poverty and worklessness.
· Develop our sport, culture and quality of place offer, based on our world-famous places, heritage and environmental assets, particularly Manchester, Liverpool, Chester and the Lake District

·  Enhance our natural environment and resolve emerging pinch points in our critical (utilities and transport) and green infrastructure

·  Ensure high quality, energy efficient and affordable housing in the right locations

However, they may also in some cases have negative consequences. For example, the focus on low-carbon energy is welcome, but the emphasis on nuclear power is questionable and the accelerated increase of large-scale renewables may have serious impacts on landscape and biodiversity if not sensitively deployed. 

3. Objective 2d focuses on the North West’s quality of place offer, and therefore on promoting and enhancing our distinctive natural and historic environments. However, promoting the ‘use’ of the natural and historic environment (and the Lake District in particular) may increase awareness of and benefits from these environmental assets, but will also place greater stresses and pressures on often fragile natural systems and built heritage.

4. Objectives 4a – 4d, covering housing, transport, next generation broadband and other critical infrastructure are generally positive in tone, and include some very significant statements (eg that delivery of gas, electricity, water and waste water infrastructure should not harm the environment). 

5. The “priorities for places” have a focus on the transition to a low-carbon economy for the conurbations, and on investment in the natural environment and supporting the delivery of ecosystem services in rural areas. 

North West Environment Link involvement
NWEL have been closely engaged with the development of the framework. They have: 

· been a member of the Regional Strategy Advisory Group from its inception, providing ongoing input and recommendations; 

· organised network events to provide unified and consistent environment NGO responses to the consultations on the “Principles and Issues” and “Part 1” papers;

· Provided detailed and ongoing feedback on and additions to the evidence base covering a wide range of subjects

· Worked with the statutory agencies to attempt to embed environmental limits and the importance of a healthy natural environment into the framework

However, despite this close involvement, NWEL have consistently held that the document has lacked a sufficient focus on environmental assets, opportunities and challenges. 

Questions still to be answered

North West Environment Link believe that the following are some of the key issues that are yet to be adequately addressed by the framework, or which raise questions that need to be answered through the consultation process. We would welcome your views on how they should be tackled:-

Environmental limits – Is the commitment to respecting environmental limits firmly enough embedded throughout the framework document?

Priorities for places – do these adequately reflect the role, significance and potential of the natural environment in the places highlighted?

Safeguarding the natural environment – does Objective 4e cover all the relevant North West-scale actions necessary to achieve this? Is it adequate to balance the pressure to “exploit” natural and environmental assets elsewhere in the document?

Adapting to climate change – while covered well in the detailed actions, this does not appear as one of the “Big Ticket Issues”, whereas in fact, whether we like it or not, this is going to influence every aspect of our economy and society and is in some ways THE priority to be tackled.

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.

Nuclear power – While the focus on low-carbon energy and solutions and the recognition that tackling climate change is our single biggest challenge are very welcome, the unquestioning support given to all proposed nuclear new build and any bid to host the nuclear waste repository are questionable. While the North West does have a very significant skills base in the nuclear field and there will be a clear need for more future work around decommissioning and the treatment and storage of radioactive waste, we feel there needs to be a more sophisticated approach to new nuclear developments, taking into account public opinion, potential costs, the unresolved problem of waste, and safety concerns.

Land management and associated skills - The vast majority of the land in the North West is under agricultural management, and this management will have major consequences 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. We need the skills, knowledge, techniques, practices and technologies in order to improve the sustainable management of the land and secure the ecosystem services that we depend upon, and we need to do this in a consistent and collaborative way across the region. These issues are very much under-played and under-valued given their central role in the region’s future resilience.

Urban regeneration vs urban expansion – While there are a number of welcome references to, for example, “seeking[ing] to maintain our successful record of physical and economic renewal of our cities and towns”, there is no clear commitment to continue to develop the kind of compact, sustainable communities that maximise the potential for sustainable transport and low-carbon living, and to prioritise developing brownfield land (where there are no over-riding biodiversity or recreation interests) within urban areas over greenfield and Green Belt land outside them.

Atlantic Gateway – It is not clear that this “concept” and associated projects and proposals represent the best or most sustainable way to manage the future development of the Mersey corridor. How should this area be treated?
Next steps

Future North West was published for comment on August 13th, and can be found at http://www.4nw.org.uk/whatwedo/?page_id=759 or www.nwda.co.uk. It is open for comment from any organisation, group or individual in the North West until 8th October 2010. It will then be revised in the light of these comments and recommendations from the Sustainability Assessment Report, and finalised following the Comprehensive Spending Review in the Autumn.

North West Environment Link will be preparing a joint environmental NGO response – to get involved or to help shape this response, please contact Peter Wilson, pwilson@lancswt.org.uk. 

VSNW will also be responding. To contribute to this wider voluntary sector response, contact Warren Escadale, warren.escadale@vsnw.org.uk.

If you have any questions about the document itself, the process of creating it, its use or the consultation, or need any further information, please contact Brenda Buckley on 01925 400279 or Future.NW@nwda.co.uk. 

VSNW (Voluntary Sector North West) is the regional voluntary sector network for the North West. The purpose of VSNW is to ensure that the voluntary and community sector (VCS), in all its diversity, takes its full part in shaping the future of the North West.

VSNW works with 150 members which

· work across the region directly supporting and delivering services for individuals, or

· are VCS infrastructure organisations (LIOs) that work with local voluntary and community groups.

VSNW members provide community services, regenerate neighbourhoods, support individuals, promote volunteering and tackle discrimination. The 40 generalist LIOs in membership of VSNW have a membership of 6,780 VCS groups and are in contact with 19,800 local voluntary and community sector groups in the North West – just under two-thirds (63%) of the region’s VCS groups.

Voluntary Sector North West (VSNW)

St Thomas Centre

Ardwick Green North

Manchester 

M12 6FZ

Tel: 0161 276 9300

Fax: 0161 276 9301

Email: policy@vsnw.org.uk
Web: www.vsnw.org.uk
Registered charity no. 1081654

Company limited by guarantee

Registered in England no. 3988903

Registered office as above
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