
[image: image1.jpg]



[image: image5.jpg]



Introduction
It is over a year since the last newsletter. In June 2006, Gerald Kells, our RPO suffered a severe back injury which left him unable to work for several months before finally undergoing an operation. He was only fully back at work at the beginning of this year and, as you will see, has been tied up with some major pieces of work in the first quarter of the year.

In many ways we were fortunate. The Regional Spatial Strategy review had been put back three months, and that meant we were able, thanks to the dedication of a number of volunteers, notably Peter Langley, our Vice-Chair, to cover all the essential regional work. 

We have also acquired a new Regional Chairman. We warmly welcomed Tom McDonald, from Worcestershire CPRE, who took over from Peter. He is very keen to increase our volunteer base and to ensure we work as closely as possible with branches in the region.

At the same time Gill Smith from Warwickshire CPRE has stood down as our Board Member after having done an excellent job, although she continues on the Regional Group. Tom McDonald has taken on that role so the West Midlands Group and our County Branch can be reassured about effective representation on the board.

 

We remain a small organisation at a regional level. That is why it is essential that we continue to recruit so that we can maintain our position, punching above our weight to ensure that regional policies and plans take fully into consideration impacts on the countryside, its landscape and tranquillity, and on the wider environment. 

This is the only way we can support the dedicated work of our local volunteers in the region.

Regional Spatial Strategy

The complexities of the Review of the Regional Spatial Strategy have, as we feared, made the process much longer, broader based, more unwieldy and less accessible than we would have liked. The Regional Assembly, which is responsible for this key planning document, is itself struggling under the weight of responses and the inter-relationships between different strands.

The study is basically in three parts. The first part relates specifically to the Black Country sub-region, the second to housing, transport, employment land and waste, the third to rural and environmental issues.

Phase 1. Black Country 

The first phase has gone through all its processes and a Public Examination was undertaken in January of this year. We were invited to seven of the nine sessions and were able to put across some strong points.

The Independent Panel have now reported and we are waiting to see if the Secretary of State will endorse what they say. 

Many issues could not be resolved until the later phases of the review and some will have to be addressed in the Black Country Core Strategy. But those areas where we have had conclusions they have been generally useful. 

In particular the Panel have not accepted the house builders’ plea for urban extensions into the green belt, which they say would have let builders cherry-pick those sites instead of building on more difficult brown field sites.

Phase 2 –Transport, Housing, Economy and Waste
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The second part of the review is perhaps the most important. With pressure from Government for a massive hike in housing numbers there are very real fears that the Strategy’s emphasis on urban regeneration will be undermined by massive green field releases, many around county towns such at Worcester. 

The recent consultation on Options Choices elicited a massive 1300 responses, many concerned about housing development in the countryside. 

The irony, of course, is that the Government wants more housing but, by opening up green field land, all that happens is the builders turn their attention away from the need for brownfield housing in our cities.

We will be fighting very hard to ensure the Regional Assembly resists these inflated figures, but it is not the only tricky issue. There is still pressure for green field business parks and more lately for large, intrusive megadepot warehousing in the countryside. 

It is very important that we resist these pressures and continue to defend the countryside, including vulnerable areas such as the Green Belt. 

We will be working hard to do this in the run up to the production of a preferred option in the Autumn and the consequent Public Examination next year.

Phase 3- Environment and Rural

The final phase of the review will address issues which are close to our heart. A project plan for the review is in place but the review itself has yet to start. 

We will be keen to see strong policies on Green Belt, on landscape and tranquillity, and, more broadly on issues such as Climate Change, but critically we will not be waiting for the tail end of the review to press that these are fully reflected in all parts of the review and we have already helped to ensure a Climate Change policy was recommended in the Black Country Panel Report
Regional Economic Strategy

In parallel to the Regional Spatial Strategy, the Regional Economic Strategy is being reviewed by Advantage West Midlands (The Regional Development Agency). We have already responded to the consultations on options but now a further consultation is expected on a preferred strategy. 

[image: image2.jpg]



There are some aspects which will please us. There is an emphasis on Climate Change, but the way they propose to measure it (CO2 emissions per unit of GVA) causes concern because it means that if the economy grows the amount of CO2 the region can emit also grows. This fails to understand the real environmental limits we are now facing.

Also welcome is the adoption of the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare as opposed to the older measures of economic success which failed to take account of social and environmental impacts. 

More concerning will be the RDAs attitude towards growth areas and infrastructure. It will be important that the RES does not support the kind of green field, road-based growth agenda which would lead to excessive development pressures in the countryside accompanied by new bypasses which undermine public transport funding in our cities.

Previous iterations of the RES have been less spatially specific, and so trod less on the toes of the RSS. We still believe it is important that broader issues determine the planning of our region, not just economic considerations.

The next round of consultation begins in May and we will be working hard to ensure our views are taken on board. But we are concerned at the increasing scope of the RES, especially as, unlike the RSS, it is not subject to the same planning scrutiny via a Public Examination.

Housing Policy

The pressure to increase housing numbers comes from a combination of much higher household projections, the Barker Review of housing and the new Housing Planning Policy Statement (PPS 3). The Government is sending out the message that they may impose higher numbers, whatever line individual Regional Assemblies take.  We in turn are pressing our Assembly to remain true to the principles of existing Spatial Strategy, centred on urban renaissance. The problem is that the higher the total house building for the region, the lower will be the proportion of it in the major urban areas, the higher the proportion on green field sites and in the Green Belt, and the more people will want to move out of the cities into the countryside.

It looks likely that these vital issues will be thrashed out in a gladiatorial contest at the public examination of the RSS, scheduled for September next year. In the meantime we are lobbying hard to win over the Assembly to make a fight of it. We commissioned our own consultant to show that the household projections are riddled with uncertainty. We are stressing the environmental problems that higher house building would cause, criticising some of the contributory assumptions (e.g. on demolitions and vacancies) and casting doubt on the ability of the house building industry to deliver.

Tranquillity 

This year saw our national tranquillity maps reproduced at County level. We think this is an excellent planning tool and are seeking to promote it through regional institutions, such as the Regional Assembly, as well as locally. 
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With detailed grids, down to 500m, they provide us, for the first time, with an authoritative tool to fight for tranquil areas. 

But, as well as a technical tool, producing the maps gave us a fantastic opportunity to publicise our central goal: preserving the distinct beauty of the countryside. And it chimed both with journalists and with ordinary people. 

It may seem a softer issue than many we deal with, but increasingly it is clear that people value tranquillity and escape from their busy lives, whether it’s in our most tranquil areas, such as the Marches, or in comparatively tranquil city parks and wildlife areas.

Green Belt

The review of the Regional Spatial Strategy presents huge challenges for our Green Belts, (around the Metropolitan Conurbation, the Potteries and parts of Burton). The house builders are already flexing their muscles about urban extensions and the pressure for Megadepots and new business parks make the Green Belt a key battle ground for us. 

Thankfully, the Chair of the Regional Assembly has said publicly that he doesn’t expect green belt to be sacrificed to development, but it is going to be a tough job to keep to that line and we will be keeping up the pressure to ensure they do.
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The government has also rejected proposals from Kate Barker’s review of Planning which would have weakened Green Belt protection. Like Kate, we do want to see more effort going into improving areas of Green Belt where the amenity and biodiversity value of the area is below par, but unlike her we would not do it through granting permission for what would otherwise be unacceptable proposals in the Green Belt.

WM CPRE is currently drafting a new report on Green Belt. Its key aim is to ensure Green Belt is maintained and enhanced across the region.

It will be available in June and copies can be obtained from the regional secretary via cpre.wm@btinternet.com.

Megadepots

WM CPRE takes very seriously the threat of large new warehouse developments in the region. 

We know the logistics industry is keen to centralise warehousing. This may save them money but at the same time it increases the amount of lorry (and other) traffic on our roads and leads to huge six storey sheds on parks the size of whole villages, lit up in the middle of the countryside.

Being at the centre of the country the West Midland is particularly vulnerable. A study for AWM has suggested as many as six new Megadepot complexes are needed. Not entirely surprisingly the same consultancy firm, using the same methodology, has suggested a further six in the East Midlands, which raises concerns about double counting.

We are hoping to commission our own consultancy work this year to examine some of their claims and to feed into our response to the Regional Spatial Strategy.

Transport

We have worked closely with our branches and local residents on a number of schemes, such as the proposed North West Relief Road around Shrewsbury and the Rotherwas Access Route around Hereford, but the two biggest issues remain the widening of the M6 in Staffordshire (and Cheshire) and the consultation on a Road User Charging scheme for the West Midlands conurbation.

M6 Widening 

The M6 Widening continues to be pushed through by the Highway Agency and, as if so often the case, now that it’s in the programme, has gathered a momentum of its own. 

In 2002, when the Multi Modal Study proposed widening, it also wanted the road tolled. That is not happening. It admitted widening would increase CO2 emissions. That has not stopped the politicians. And the cost has risen from £600 million to £3 billion. If that kind of money was put into our bus network it could be transformed beyond all recognition. 

And if the motorway is tolled eventually under a national road using scheme we could find we are widening it for no purpose. Even a 10p per mile toll would remove enough traffic to make widening superfluous.

CPRE is working closely with local residents and other campaigners to stop this proposal going ahead. A major plank of that work at the moment is to hire Professor Phil Goodwin, a respected transport academic, to analyse the business case for us when the Highways Agency submits it to Ministers later this year. 
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Road User Charging

With so much uncertainty about when and if we might get a national scheme, the focus in the region has been on whether the metropolitan conurbation will adopt its own proposals for congestion charging. 

At the end of last year there was a major consultation (‘From Gridlock to Growth’) WM CPRE responded in detail. We argued that demand management was needed to reduce traffic, and that some form of road user charging might be needed, although other approaches, such as car park charging regimes, should also be considered.

However, we raised serious concerns, which we are continuing to express, about the danger of traffic and development being displaced into the surrounding countryside.

Our major concern is that in their desperation to get all the politicians and business people on board in the conurbation the planners will fail to address this very serious side-effect and it will only get attention when a scheme is in place and the downsides become critical. 

It is vital that any form of road user charging doesn’t just address congestion, but also supports urban regeneration and that some of the money collected goes to mitigating any unwanted impacts on surrounding areas.

Aviation

The Birmingham Airport Master Plan is still awaited, but if media leaks are to be believed, the Airport themselves are going cool on the proposal for a second runway, at least until well into the 2020s. If that is true, it vindicates much of what we and other environmental organisations have been saying about the exaggerated forecasts on which the Government’s Air Transport White Paper was based.
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However a runway extension, eating into the Green Belt, remains very much on the agenda.

The decision on whether a permanent passenger terminal should be built at Coventry Airport is imminent.  It will decide the immediate future of the airport, but the regional planners seem ready to draw the line at whatever is permitted and not propose any additional expansion.  The problem is that loopholes in planning legislation allow further development of some facilities – e.g. for freight – without a requirement for planning permission.

Pressure for major commercial expansion of Wolverhampton Airport seems to have lessened since the change of ownership there, but we must remain vigilant.

Internal 

Website
Gerald’s illness has meant the website has become rather severely out of date. We are now hoping to revamp it, with some more user friendly pages, and will be letting all our members know when this has been rolled out.

Press

We have had considerable press coverage recently, including our significant Housing HotSpots map. The issues around our green belt also got as far as the nationals. And we had some fantastic stories on tranquillity, augmented by our new maps. 
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