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[image: image1]Environmental Assessment Team,

Department for Communities & Local Government
Zone 1/ J6,

Eland House,

Bressenden Place,

London, SW1E 5DU.
Tuesday, December 27th, 2011

Dear Sir or Madam,

CONSULTATIONS ON THE ENVIRONMENTAL REPORTS ON THE REVOCATION 
OF REGIONAL SPATIAL STRATEGIES & THE NORTH WEST OF ENGLAND PLAN 

The North West Transport Roundtable (NW TAR) is an umbrella organisation that operates under the auspices of the Campaign for Better Transport (CfBT).  We promote sustainable transport and healthier lives.  We were established, along with other regional transport roundtables around the country, primarily to engage on policy issues at the regional and sub-regional level (although we also frequently feed into national consultations, inquiries and lobbying and we have undertaken exercise such as the analyses of Local Transport Plans).  We were therefore very active in the Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS) process.

Preliminary comments
Whilst RSSs undoubtedly introduced an extra layer into the planning process, they had many attributes.  Local authorities (LAs) were obliged to work together more co-operatively and learn from each other (the new ‘Duty to Co-operate’ is not so prescriptive) and to think on a bigger-than-local scale.  This worked especially well on transport issues.  LAs were also obliged to work with Social, Economic and Environmental Partners (SEEPs) and to conform with the RSS environmental policies and take account of environmental capacity.  
We note that the Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) which have been set up at the sub-regional level are far less democratic and less transparent than the Regional Assemblies and the Leaders Forums that followed on from them and LEPs have not yet been required to heed environmental capacity (or social issues) in their deliberations. Yet it is being mooted they will be given planning and transport powers.  We would like to take this opportunity to express some considerable disquiet about this proposal and to say we earnestly hope that - if these bodies are to be given statutory powers - they will be re-constituted to be more representative and much more accountable.  We would also like to see the new Local Nature Partnerships (LNPs) becoming statutory consultees.   
continued … 
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DCLG Press Releases and the relevance of the Draft National Planning Policy Framework
The NW TAR were somewhat puzzled by the DCLG media releases of October 20th 2011 which announced the launch of the series of consultations on the environmental reports that accompanied the revocation of the regional plans.  The press releases stated that the removal of RSSs would remove top-down pressures on LAs to review Green Belts and build on them.  
In our opinion, brownfield targets in the North West of England Plan, and policies requiring the sequential use of land proved to be very effective in protecting the Green Belt, set alongside a specific policy refuting the need for an early review.  The key problem was that the government over-rode the recommendations of the RSS panel which sat in judgement at the Examination in Public in the North West.  The panel recommended ceiling housing figures but the government changed these to minimum targets.  (This also happened in other regions).  It was therefore not the RSS process that placed pressures to build on the Green Belt but the government of the day.  
In a similar vein, the present government is proposing a National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) which we - and the House of Commons (HoC) Communities and Local Government Select Committee - believe would exert irresistible pressures on the countryside per se and on Green Belt.  In their report this month, the Select Committee describes the Draft NPPF as “unhelpfully vague” and “unbalanced” in favour of economic growth.  It calls for significant changes including the removal of a default ‘yes’ to all new development.  In particular they highlight the “inevitable risk” of more countryside being lost in the absence of a clear policy on developing brownfield sites before greenfield and they press for a stronger definition of ‘sustainable development’.     

Over-Arching Comments on the Consultation Documents
The environmental reports on the revocation of RSSs appear to be based on the premise that adequate environmental protection will be provided at the national level, notably by the NPPF.  But, as explained in the previous paragraph, the NW TAR are unconvinced the NPPF in its present form will not provide this – and a cross-party committee of MPs concur with that viewpoint.  
In addition to responding to the DCLG consultation on the NPPF, NW TAR submitted evidence on it to the HoC Select Committee inquiry in October. This was accepted and our submission is view-able, along with other written evidence, in Volume II of the eighth report of session 2010-12 on the Committee website (www.parliament.uk/clgcom) and also on the ‘documents’ page of the NW TAR website (www.nwtar.org.uk).  The points we made align closely with those made by the Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE) and the Campaign for Better Transport (CfBT).  
In essence, we do not believe the NPPF as currently constituted is sufficiently robust or precise.  It would not protect the countryside or the wider environment and would be a constant source of conflicting interpretation.  Many critics have described it as a ‘lawyers’ charter’ and we concur with that summation.  It is a poor document and should be substantially re-written.  If and until the NPPF is significantly revised and improved, it is inappropriate it should be regarded as a key source of environmental protection.  In our opinion, the revocation of the North West Plan (and the other RSSs) prior to the establishment of a sound NPPF means that the environment is under serious threat, especially where there are no completed Local Development Frameworks (LDFs) in place.  It is understood that a new version of the NPPF is to be published early in 2012.  We sincerely hope this will be a less economically biased/ better balanced document than the draft.
continued …
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Comments on the Consultation on the North West of England Plan Environmental Report
Chapter 3.  The description of the North West contains no mention of the Peak District National Park which intrudes into the South East of the region into the eastern part of the former Macclesfield Borough, now Cheshire East Unitary Authority (para. 3.3, p. 15).   
Strategic Environmental Assessment Directive Annex 1
This is not a good Strategic Environmental Assessment.  It does not embark upon a thorough exploration of alternatives, as it should.  Nor does it properly explore the most likely outcomes of revoking regional plans prior to setting in place sound alternatives.  It also makes a number of statements it fails to substantiate.  For instance it is critical of the NW RSS’s “concentration of development on urban areas” (bullet 1, para, 3.42, p.37).  This is in fact a key tenet of the North West Plan – focusing on the regeneration or towns and cities and utilising brownfields sites – in order to protect the countryside, greenfields and open spaces.  This point is obviously lost.
Also, as with the press release that accompanied it, this document erroneously claims in its assessment of NW RSS policy RDF 4 on Green Belts: “The revocation of the Plan removed top down pressure on local authorities to review their Green Belt boundaries” (p. 59).  This statement is misleading.  The RSS policy actually confirms the timescales within which there is no need for a substantial review of Green Belt boundaries and it states that, even after this date, there should be a presumption against a review.   Consequently, RSS policy is the opposite to what is claimed.
There are in fact many policies in the North West Plan which have had a positive effect on the environment, on the way LAs have behaved and how they formulated their LDFs, notably DP1 (Spatial Principles), DP2 (Promote Sustainable Communities), DP 4 (Make Best Use of Existing Resources & Infrastructure), DP5 (Manage Travel Demand, Reduce the Need to Travel & Increase Accessibility), DP7 (Promote Environmental Quality) and DP 9 (Reduce Emissions and Adapt to Climate Change).  The NPPF would do well to take on board the key elements of these policies.


Conclusion & Recommendations
The environmental report is an unimpressive and not strictly accurate document that fails to comply with SEA requirements.  It makes the assumption that environmental policies which will be lost at the regional level will be picked up at the national or local levels.  But as explained, the NPPF is a source of major concern to parliamentarians and environmental NGOs alike (as well as to many local authorities and members of the public) and the new Local Plans are far less specific than the old ones and therefore afford less potential for offering environmental protection.  The DCLG ought to be setting the bar for what constitutes a good SEA. In this instance it fails to do so.

Regional working, such as that which existed under the previous government, required local authorities - often of very different political persuasions - to work closely together.  If this is not to be lost, it will be necessary to strengthen the new ‘Duty to Co-operate’ significantly.  We would like to see much greater environmental protection built into the NPPF as well as greater consideration of social issues.   And we would also like to see LEPs reconstituted to comprise more elected representatives and more environmental and social stakeholders and Local Nature Partnerships awarded the designation of statutory consultees for planning applications.

Yours sincerely, 
LILLIAN BURNS, Convenor
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