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WEST MIDLANDS REGIONAL ECONOMIC STRATEGY REVIEW

CPRE WM Response 
General points on Update

We welcome the fact that the update does not include any major surprises in terms of new initiatives. Not only is it sensible economically to keep steering the ship in one way for long enough for policies, programmes and institutions to bed in, but it allows for continuing clarity of purpose.

Having said that there are a number of broad areas where the strategy needs to offer a much more holistic and integrated approach, and where the concentration on economic issues appears to be at the expense of other considerations. The final strategy needs to express these connections strongly and clearly.

In our view the strategy as a whole does not meet the spirit or letter of the Government’s policy on sustainable development. Where environmental and social issues are covered, this tends to be in isolation and without a clear picture emerging of the weight to be given to them in comparison with economic objectives and actions. There is no clear acknowledgement that the region’s environment will be a key determinant of its future.

As a corollary, there is little attempt to respond to the many weaknesses identified in the Sustainability Appraisal with regard to social, environmental and natural resources issues, (see page 11, figure 3 of Review) with perhaps renewable energy being the exception. This is not adequate in the joined-up world we now live in. 

The link to the RPG spatial strategy is variable and selective, largely reflecting those parts which are immediately associated with economic policy (i.e. the Prosperity for All Chapter) but not linking the strategy with other social, environmental or spatial goals, such as the reduction of out-migration. The key central role of the RPG needs to be accepted and the economic strategy seen as part of an overall package, not as a free standing item. 

The strategy should also be clearer about the role of AWM in relation to housing, including buy-in to the housing policies in Regional Planning Guidance and the new Regional Housing Strategy and a clearer statement about what practical measures AWM will take to support them. 

The transport section is probably the least satisfactory in our view. There is a continued over-reliance on large-scale capital investment, a general complaint about transport hindering the economy, which is far from proven, or of universal application, and a failure to grasp difficult nettles, such as congestion charging. 

Approach to Rural Issues in General
We agree that rural issues should not be dealt with in a separate section of the RES. Many of the problems facing rural parts of the West Midlands are similar, at least in some degree, to those of their more urban counterparts. Use of the term ‘rural economy’ implies major differences from the economies of more urban areas. Moreover rural areas are themselves highly diverse and there is an ever-present danger of over-generalising. 

At our recent CPRE Seminar we were given to understand that there would be a Statement included on where rural issues are addressed in the General Policies of the RES, and this is something we would welcome. It is important that rural issues are firmly embedded in the policies and that the characteristics of many rural areas – e.g. sparsity of population, relative inaccessibility, remoteness, the role of land-based industries, and the significance of countryside protection policies – are explicitly recognised and taken into account. A full ‘rural proofing’ of the RES would be highly desirable.

We feel that rural areas are given insufficient weight in the draft RES, and that a number of the references to them are vague and insufficiently followed through. There is a tendency to fall back on the Rural Regeneration Zone, Market Towns Initiative and Rural Response process without fully explaining what the scope and objectives of these initiatives are, or how they complement one another to achieve wider objectives for rural areas. We would like to see much clearer cross-referencing to the rural renaissance policies in Regional Planning Guidance, and references to the work of the Rural Affairs Forum. Links should be made to the West Midlands chapter of the England Rural Development Programme, which provides an opportunity to reintegrate farming into the wider economy and community, as well as potentially being more soundly connected to environmental protection. At present, the RES reads as something of a 'blank cheque' for AWM's involvement in the rural renaissance process. 

We are particularly concerned to ensure that the elements which give most rural areas their character, such as landscape quality, settlement quality, openness and tranquillity, are acknowledged in the RES and not threatened by the economic development proposals in the document. Processes such as farm diversification and the development of small businesses carry with them a risk of damaging the character of the areas in which they operate. At a very practical level farm diversification often results in the separation of buildings from their landholding and a resulting lack of clarity about who has responsibility for ongoing care of the landscape. Short-term economic gain is often achieved at the expense of long-term loss of environmental capacity, which may ultimately affect the desirability and economic vitality of the area. Without wishing to criticise AWM's track record in this area, we believe it is important that there is a clear recognition of these issues in the RES.   We would like to see greater emphasis on measures such as business advice, training, childcare and improvements to public transport to enable existing rural people to participate in the labour market, rather than physical development which may encourage out-migration.

A further key area of concern is the declining accessibility of services in rural areas. The recent Countryside Agency survey shows that parts of the region - particularly in the Rural West - are well below the national average for rural areas in terms of access to basic services such as shops, schools, health facilities, post offices and banks. We see this as a key aspect of quality of life in rural areas, and we consider that AWM has a part to play, in partnership with other organisations, in working with service providers to improve the situation. The mechanism for this should be the 'Task and Finish Group' being set up by the West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum on this subject. 

We are particularly concerned that the Rural section of Chapter 10 (Measuring progress) is vague and concentrates on means rather than ends. A set of measurable output targets is required, giving due weight to environmental and social issues as well as economic.


Specific comments on text.
The Vision

2.2.3

There is no evidence from either supporters or objectors that the M6 Toll will lead to reductions in congestion on the region’s motorways. Indeed, since most feed the M6 Toll, it is likely to increase congestion. The exception is the M6 through Birmingham and the Black Country that will fill up with local traffic. It is unhelpful to make assertions which are bound to fail. Equally the connection to industrial redevelopment in North Staffordshire is unclear. The text should refer, if anything, to South Staffordshire. The new A500 link suggests regeneration of North Staffordshire is not hindered primarily by transport links but by market failure.

2.4.1

This paragraph on tourism pays no heed to environmental, heritage and countryside impacts and suggests an insensitive approach to increasing tourist numbers. Without referring to the environment it presents only one side of the picture. Even looked at purely in economic terms, there is a danger of excessive growth damaging the very assets which attract tourists in the first place. This is a prime example of the failure of the review to seriously contextualise economic issues within a sustainability framework.

2.4.2

We agree that Birmingham Airport should be the main regional passenger airport for the West Midlands but we do not accept the need for expansion. The term 'truly international’ is open to too many interpretations and should be dropped. It is also unlikely that BIA will ever ‘serve the whole region’. Stoke will continue to look to Manchester and this should be reflected in the text.

2.6.1

This statement of intent on housing is too open-ended and doesn’t reflect the goals of RPG in terms of regenerating urban areas and protecting rural locations. It could be interpreted as a strategy where houses would be provided everywhere, not a strategy where there is effective prioritisation to meet the spatial strategy and its approach to the Government’s PPG3 sequential test.

2.6.2

There is too much emphasis on the city centre of Birmingham. This paragraph needs to be more consistent with the RPG approach of a network of town centres, of which Birmingham has primacy. There is a strategic need to ensure retail power is not concentrated in a few centres to the detriment of weaker towns. The reference to retail development in the rural west in unwelcome suggesting redundant land and buildings might become out-of-centre shopping locations. If market towns are what is intended here, they are referred to earlier and do not need repetition.                              

Delivering the Strategy

4.4.

The section on High Technology Corridors fails to strongly identify the environmental sensitivities of these corridors or to frame the issue in terms of the nodal approach favoured in RPG (This is reinforced in A.1.3 by use of the traditional diagram of the corridors that predates RPG. It should be updated.) The targets for investment and corridor growth clearly need to be managed in that context. The planning role of AWM in advising on inappropriate development is also not mentioned. In the round the current text suggests an unfettered free market approach in an area where planning control will be vital. This approach is not one which the Agency promoted at the RPG Panel Examination and this is a clear example where the RPG approach should drive and control the process.

We note that targets for corridors and clusters are to be added later. These will have critical environmental impacts and it is important that there is an opportunity to comment on them before they are ‘set in stone’.  

4.7.1 

The second bullet suggests AWM will support any large scale industrial development. We assume this is not the case, and such assertions could hamper AWM’s ability to object to inappropriate developments. Projects should not only have to prove they are consistent with the Economic Strategy but with RPG.

4.10 

The role of business is important, but the strategy should set out in a similar section the role of the voluntary and community sectors, both in terms of sustainability lobbying and in terms of delivery, whether that is the environmental, social or economic aspects that support the Economic Strategy and the RPG spatial strategy.
Pillar 1. Business Base
5.5.3

It is unclear why the selection of clusters to be promoted abroad does not include environmental technologies.

5.6

We support the development of environmental technology which leads to a ‘low carbon’ economy, but this needs to be strongly associated with energy efficiency and take due concern of landscape and environmental issues. Given the nature of our region these should be critical in determining the regional strategy. The current approach does not acknowledge these constraints

5.7

The same criticism applied to 2.4.1 applies to this section on tourism.

5.8 

Action Table: [16]. We have concerns about maximising economic benefits of the Peak District National Park and AONBs. The primacy of purpose in protecting these places is that they represent an environmental, countryside and amenity asset, not to make money from them [59]. The action plan in tourism confirms comments on 2.4.1 and 5.7. [N5] Low Carbon Technologies. See comments on 5.6.
Pillar 3. Conditions of Growth
Section 3 needs more emphasis on improving the environmental quality of the West Midlands, which will be crucial to changing its relatively poor reputation. The emphasis on image and marketing later in 9.2 and 9.6 is very welcome. This has been one of the region’s blind spots and requires concerted action to market the West Midlands as a region where people want to live, work and spend leisure time. However this will not be achieved without continuing the process of environmental improvement. What has happened in parts of Birmingham city centre needs to spread to other urban parts of the region.

We also note that Action 47 in the Agenda for Action: ‘Re-use brownfield land for mixed use development.’ is not specifically followed up in this review. Given the importance of such developments and the timescale given for this action in Agenda for Action this seems surprising and consideration should be given to reinstating this key policy. 

7.1.2.
Housing: We object to the word ‘modernising’ with connotations about older properties in the region. Given what is now happening in Lancaster and other parts of the North, there is a danger of creating a prejudice which will lead to the destruction of a large amount of our denser and more sustainable older housing and replacement with poorer quality new housing. This paragraph should also recognise the need for environmental improvement as a key component of regeneration in these areas.

We also strongly object to the reference to infrastructure hampering economic development in North Staffordshire and the West. This is certainly not credible given the level of infrastructure (particularly road provision) in North Staffordshire. Also, if it were true, Telford would not be successful. It could be read as a crude attempt to resurrect the Western Orbital which is not what we assume the Agency is seeking.
7.2
This section includes a simplistic transport agenda predicated on the view that transport infrastructure is a key determinant of economic well-being, when its impact is actually modest [as evidenced, for example, in the work of SACTRA on Roads and the Economy], and secondly that large investment in new big projects, particularly road building, will make such a difference as to dramatically change the economic situation (see comments on 2.2.3). There is no evidence to support this happening. The Western Bypasses Study is one example of the fallacy of such simplistic views. Instead such a strategy would increase the distance people travel, make more people travel by car and lead to the return and deepening of congestion over time as well as the failure of the RPG spatial strategy. 

7.2.2 

Detrays the one sided nature of this agenda. It claims to set out the ‘region’s objectives' for transport but does not reflect the emphasis on behavioural change in the Transport Priorities document. It ignores large parts of the West Midlands Area Multi Modal Study approach, most specifically on the need for significant behavioural change and on the introduction of economic instruments (such as charging schemes) to address car dependency. Without those elements we have the standard ‘predict and provide’ approach and can expect economic, social and environmental failure from the transport system to continue into the future. 

We note the comments of CENTRO on the lack of emphasis on local transport and the over-emphasis on Inter-regional issues and we share their concerns.

7.5.4

Bullet point two is of concern. ‘Aspirational’ housing is not a useful expression. People always aspire to better housing. In the past vested interests have picked up on the word ‘aspirational’ to justify providing standard, low density, detached houses with two garages. They consider they are proven right when, having built those houses, people live in them. But the creation of alternative housing (in town centres, for example,) has now demonstrated that such simplistic views of behaviour are not correct and different types of housing can prove attractive in the open market. The expression might also be used to increase the demolition rate for houses which house builders claim are ‘not aspirational’ (whether or not people are choosing to live in them!) There is a clear danger of exacerbating low demand problems. ‘Aspirational’ should be changed to ‘High Quality’ which has none of these prejudices and the emphasis placed on building housing of a variety of types and sizes in an increasing variety of locations. 
A further problem arises with the reference to ‘where there are employment opportunities’. RPG allows a different approach to housing and employment location. One of the views expressed consistently by house builders during the RPG Public Examination was a contention that urban extensions should be provided ‘because employment land was being provided.’ This is a view both we and the Panel rejected. 

It is overly simplistic to assume that building houses near employment land will lead to the people working and living close together. And this is especially unlikely on the urban fringe where over provision is most likely to lead to people passing one another on their way to work, especially if widening roads (such as the M42) facilitates such movements.

Linking employment sites to housing is similarly problematic in 7.5.5. If proximity is acknowledged as an advantage it should nevertheless not be sought where it overrides other RPG goals, such as Green Belt protection, urban regeneration etc...

7.6

Action Table: [33]. RPG transport strategy should not be shackled to delivery of the Economic Strategy, especially as it is expressed in the review. [N11] is welcome in terms of canals although only specific to Birmingham and the Black Country. Any strategy for AWM (rather than the Black Country Consortium) should take account of other major regional canal projects (Shrewsbury or Hatherton and Lichfield for example,) and aim for a comprehensive canal strategy which would include the World Heritage attempt. 

Pillar 4

The Regional Assembly’s Strategy Review Panel recommended the Assembly should examine the development of relationships between Regeneration Zones and Regeneration Companies and that AWM should work with Sustainability West Midlands to develop a wider interpretation of how Regeneration Zones could contribute to sustainable development. The mechanisms for this process need to be clearly articulated in Pillar 4, where no mention is made of SWM.

We also note that although the Sustainability appraisal concluded that: 'there is room for development in environmental and natural resources,’ (para. 3.4.4) and areas associated with the Environment (Water, Materials and Waste Hierarchy) were identified as 'worst cases', there are no actions included in Pillar 4 Action table to address this. In our view discussions need to be held with the Environment Agency as the 'Lead partner' and appropriate NGOs to formulate policies/actions to address these areas.

Conclusion.

This is not a radical reshaping of the Regional Economic Strategy and as such there is much we welcome, however we are not content that it sits neatly within the overall spatial strategy identified in draft RPG or, in particular, that the transport policies are sufficiently balanced and sound.

Gerald Kells, 
Regional Policy Officer, WM CPRE, gerald.kells@talk21.com
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