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[image: image1]Mr. John Hurley,
Planning Delivery and Performance Division,

Department for Communities and Local Government,

Zone 1/H1,  Eland House,  
Bressenden Place,

London, SW1E 5DU.

Monday, October 26th, 2009

Dear Mr.  Hurley,

CONSULTATION ON:   POLICY STATEMENT ON REGIONAL STRATEGIES AND GUIDANCE ON THE ESTABLISHMENT OF LEADERS’ BOARDS
The North West Transport Roundtable (NW TAR) is one of eight regional transport roundtables around the country, established over 10 years ago, which operates under the auspices of the Campaign for Better Transport (formerly Transport 2000) and which promotes sustainable transport, sustainable land use and healthier lives.
The roundtables were established to respond to the regional level of governmental working and to give a voice at that level to the many groups which support sustainable transport.  We have fulfilled this role, responding to many consultations, making submissions and holding open meetings.  We have also served on various regional bodies either in our own right or through the SEEPs -Social, Economic and Environmental Partners – and we have been active participants in the Regional Spatial Strategy process.  We have also produced reports on Local Transport Plans and Annual Progress Reports which have been sent to the Department for Transport.
Over Arching Comments
The government has actively promoted an inclusion agenda, publishing – amongst other things - the ‘Strong and Prosperous Communities’ Local Government White Paper in October 2006 and the ‘Communities in Control’ White Paper in July 2008.  Both are very much about community empowerment and citizens’ rights.  It was therefore surprising and disappointing to note that the proposed guidance on Leaders’ Boards moves away from the more inclusive approach adopted previously by apparently debarring the SEEPs from them.  We strongly urge that the guidance is explicitly re-written to include non principal authority partners.   We would point to our own region and 4NW, the Leaders Forum, which has retained SEEP involvement.
Equally important is the need for the DCLG policy statement and guidance between them to address inclusivity and transparency in respect of working at the new sub-regional/City Region level.  In common with other regions, groups of North West local authorities are deciding upon Multi Area Agreements (MAAs).  But this is happening in meetings which are not open to the public and for which neither the agendas nor the minutes are in the public domain.  Wider stakeholders and the public at large have no understanding of the gestation of the MAAs being produced – and no input.  This situation needs to be rectified.  It is neither democratic nor inclusive.
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Question 1.1:  Do you consider that the scope of the Policy Statement enables regional flexibility while providing sufficient certainty and consistency about how new Regional Strategies should be prepared?  Do you wish to suggest any improvements?
If the new single, integrated regional strategies are to closely reflect the principles set out in para. 2.1, then there is a need for the wording explaining the purpose of them (in para. 3.1) to be improved.   The raison d’être of Regional Strategies should be the delivery of sustainable development (and sustainable transport policies).  They should not merely be seen as “contributing” to sustainable development.  Also,   it is imperative that sustainable development is not viewed only in terms of economic growth and climate change.  It needs to be seen in terms of enhancing the environment and the well-being of communities as well, ie. in keeping with 3.4.3(b).
Question 1.2:  Do you agree with the scope of the Regional Strategies set out at paragraph 3.4?  Do you have any suggestions as to how this could be improved further?
With regard to the scope, we believe it is not in keeping with the government’s own sustainability strategy to separate out sustainable economic growth, sustainable development and regeneration.  They are all part of ‘sustainable development’.  Also, one of the quantified targets should be on regional CO2 reductions.
We welcome the emphasis on a sound evidence base but would point to the need for this evidence base to be equally balanced between economic, environmental and social issues.   The work on the new North West Regional Strategy is running ahead of other regions and it is notable that the evidence base, whilst considerable, is almost entirely economic-focused.
Similarly, on the question of balance, it is going to be necessary for the Regional Strategies to include sufficient detail for them to set a clear over-arching direction for the Local Development Frameworks.  If the Regional Strategies are streamlined too much, there is a risk they will not be meaningful.  For instance, it is currently unclear how Regional Transport Strategies will be incorporated into the new Regional Strategies.  This needs to be clarified.
Question 1.3:  Do you agree with the sub-regional approach at paragraph 3.6?  If not, what do you think needs to be improved?

There is a key issue around the need to clarify - for wider understanding - what the various sub-regions are, but the key issue is that of opening up for scrutiny the workings of sub regions.  Please refer to our last paragraph on page one of this response which highlights serious concerns at the emergence of sub-regional working and the production of multi area agreements – all taking place in secret.  This is not democratic and is not acceptable.  Ideally, there should be input by SEEPs but as a bare minimum this level of working should be fully transparent and representative of the views of wider stakeholders.

Question 1.4:  Is the policy framework at paragraphs 4.8 and 4.9 on the content of Regional Strategies appropriate to ensure Regional Strategies focus on the key priorities for the region?

This section needs to be amended to refer to sustainable economic development and economic growth which is achieved within environmental limits if it is to reflect the UK’s Sustainable Development Strategy.  As far as housebuilding is concerned, there should be a requirement for houses which have a high environmental rating and regions should be instructed to set out precisely their strategies for working towards meeting the national carbon reduction targets.
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Question 1.5:  Is there a need for more detail in the policy on how responsible regional authorities should decide on the priorities for their Regional Strategy?  If yes, what should this detail comprise?
If the requirements of the UK Sustainable Development Strategy are to be met, the regional authorities are going to have to collect evidence equally from an economic, a social and an environmental perspective – and from a wide range of stakeholders.  They should be instructed to do so and this even-handed approach should be one of the attributes which the examinations in public are required to test.  (Refer to the point we made in response to question 1.2).  
Also, if – as stated – the implementation plan is central to the Regional Strategy process, then it should be subjected to a sustainability appraisal.
Question 1.6:  Is the policy on the project planning and the preparation of a Project Plan appropriate?  If not, how can it be improved?
We do not believe that the responsible authorities should be encouraged to work on stages in parallel as this is more likely to lead to evolving plans and policies not being changed as a result of wider stakeholder involvement.   
We also are nervous about the possible unintended consequences of allowing a strategy review just because policies in the adopted document are not being properly implemented.  There would need to be some stringent tests before a review was allowed to progress.

Question 1.7:  Is the policy on Statements of Policies on Community Involvement at para. 5.17 appropriate?  If not, how can it be improved?
Particularly welcome are paras. 5.15 and 5.19 and especially the requirement for stakeholder involvement to be meaningful.  We would comment here that the author of this submission has attended all but one of the numerous ‘consultative’ events held to date by the North West Development Agency on the emerging RS2010 – the North West Regional Strategy.  At each event, the author and others have asked for a balanced approach to be adopted and for a little less emphasis on economic considerations but, at the time of writing, these very reasonable pleas have had no effect whatsoever.  There is clearly a problem in the ethos of the Development Agencies, which were established purely to pursue economic goals.  They need stronger guidance to help them moderate their thinking and be more responsive to non-economic arguments. 
Question 1.8:  Is the policy framework on the role of sustainability appraisals and the appraisal of issues and options in relation to the Regional Strategy process appropriate?
The promise of sustainability appraisals forming an important part of the evidence base for the Regional Strategy is particularly welcome in view of the unbalanced approach being experienced to date in the North West – as outlined in response to question 1.7 above.  The additional need is for the regional authorities to be required to act upon the sustainability appraisals (which should be empowered to propose alternative options if they see fit to do so).
Question 1.9:  Is the policy framework to guide the Examination in Public process appropriate?
The proposal to involve the panel at an earlier stage than has previously been the case is only a good idea if it does not lead to the stifling of proper debate in the examination in public.
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Question 1.10:  Appendix A describes the broad stages of the Regional Strategy revision process.  Does this provide the appropriate level of detail to guide responsible regional authorities in preparing their strategies?  If not, how can it be improved?
Following through on the point we have made several times in response to previous questions, we feel there is a need to state in Appendix A that a balanced approach must be adopted.
Question 1.11:  para. 5.49 sets out the key expectations of Implementation Plans.  Are these appropriate and do they provide sufficient clarity?

Implementation Plans really ought to be tested through the EIP process.  Otherwise there could be a repeat of what happened during the run-up to the last NW Regional Spatial Strategy EIP.  The North West Regional Assembly simply stopped following it.  In contravention of the plan, they disassembled the key sub-groupings such as the Planning, Environment and Transport Key Priority Group and began pitching policies directly to the executive level.  This was reported to the EIP panel but ignored by them as they were not required to deal with this issue.
Question 1.12:  Para. 5.60 sets out the broad policy for the preparation of annual monitoring reports.  Is this appropriate and does it provide sufficient clarity?
The main problem is not with the production of the monitoring reports but with adequate scrutiny and understanding what measures would be taken if regional policies were not adhered to, particularly as the Regional Select Committees have got off to such a poor start.
Question 1.13:  Para. 6.1 sets out the approach to the preparation of documents to support the Regional Strategy.  Does this make it clear how documents should relate to the Strategy?
Because the intention is for Regional Strategies to be streamlined, concise documents, it is essential that supporting evidence is placed in the public domain.  “May” publish is not adequate.  Regional authorities must be instructed to publish the material on which their policies are based.
Question 2.1:  Do you have any comments on the proposed scope and detail of the proposed regulations as set out in Annex 2?

Now that the Development Agencies have been given such a prominent role in the production of the Regional Strategies, there need to be regulations which open them up to full transparency and scrutiny comparable to that which has applied in the past to the Regional Assemblies.  

Question 3.1:  Do you agree with the range of considerations under each of the three broad criteria that the Secretary of State will take into account then considering schemes for the establishment and operation of a Leaders’ Board as set out in Annex 3?  If not, how should they be changed?
We refer here to our first over-arching point on page one of this submission.  Bearing in mind that delivery of many of the policies in the Regional Strategies will be down to wider stakeholders, wider stakeholders must be represented on the Leaders’ Boards and on the sub-groupings.    And the sub-groupings must be required to properly test and improve policies before they go to the full board.  In any event, the proposal that Leaders’ Boards should consist of elected members only is in contradiction of the earlier statement that there should be proper stakeholder engagement and of A3.6 which recommends that the regions should decide on their own Boards.
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Question 4.2:  Do you think that the Practical Guide and the supplement together provide enough guidance to undertake sustainability appraisals that are compliant with legislation and meet the Regional Strategy’s objective of promoting sustainable development?
It would be helpful if the guidance asked for the cumulative effect of proposed development to be considered and if the references to involving stakeholders were strengthened.
We trust these comments are of some value.

Yours sincerely,

LILLIAN BURNS

Convenor,

North West Transport Roundtable
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