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Introduction
Since our last newsletter in the Autumn a lot has happened but it’s probably true to say that we are still in a period of uncertainty and change. 
That’s not to say the environment’s been off the agenda. With all the cuts who would have expected that selling forests would become a major sticking point for the Government?
At a regional level we have seen the winding up of many of the regional institutions, although Advantage West Midlands will carry on until next year running down its operations.

CPRE’s review of regional operations has been completed and each region has developed its own specific role for its staff. But at the centre remains the need to keep an overview of what is happening and to lobby and publicise our case.

You could say that even if the deckchairs have moved the issues on the Titanic haven’t changed.

In the West Midlands we will continue to lobby at a regional level and to ensure regional issues are understood nationally but we will also be supporting branches in on-going campaigning work, whether on broad planning issues or specific campaigns, such as High Speed Rail and renewable energy.
Localism 

At the core of the Government’s agenda for planning and service delivery is the concept of Localism. Nationally CPRE is engaged in the nitty-gritty debate about the content of the Localism Bill and the West Midlands Regional Group will feed into that process. 

The Localism Bill isn’t just about planning but that plays a major part. It’s perhaps particular important given the Government’s signal at this year’s budget that it wants to free up planning to support economic development as well as its proposed development of a slimmed down National Planning Framework to replace the Planning Policy Statements which are so important in determining policy.

There are many big challenges for us in localism. The loss of strategic planning, and perhaps, even more basically, the loss of regionally compiled information will mean we have to adapt our approach, but there are also opportunities. Neighbourhood Plans and other initiatives could give local campaigners platforms for promoting our ideas, although we will have to be careful how we deploy our limited resources while LDFs remain the cornerstone of local planning. Two of the Vanguards for Neighbourhood Planning will be in this region. The one in Balsall Heath probably won’t interest us but the second, in Much Wenlock, will be something we will want to follow with our Shropshire colleagues.
Abolition of RSS 

As past of the localism agenda the Regional Spatial Strategy will be abolished, although it remains in place in the meantime following the legal challenge by CALA Homes. In our case, because the Phase 2 Review was never completed, this means the Published RSS from January 2008 is the legal document, that is say without the housing hike and other changes the review was proposing.

However, after some toing and froing, the Government continues to stress its initial letter to Councils which said they can consider alternative options for developing housing numbers in their strategies.

This allows us to argue forcibly that local authorities should reduce their housing numbers and put more emphasis on brown field housing, but equally it allows developers to put forward their case for more housing and for individual schemes.

A further problem is that the hiatus between the old system and the new can be exploited by house builders and other development interests to try and get controversial planning permissions approved while the development framework is being debated.

The Government has announced that it will be undertaking an Environmental Assessment of the abolition of RSSs. We hope this will include recommendations which help us argue for the importance of addressing strategic environmental issues in future planning policy, but don’t want the Assessment to delay the move to the new system, giving even more time for confusion.
One welcome contribution was the CLG Select Committee Report into the Abolition of RSSs which usefully raised concerns about the lack of strategic planning in the Government’s localism proposals and the weakness of the so called ‘duty to cooperate’ between local authorities. It also usefully said that the Local Enterprise Partnerships were not representative enough to undertake Spatial Planning.

Core Strategy work
Across the region a number of Local Development Framework Core Strategies have been agreed but many more are in the process of being developed, with some held back because of the impact of the removal of RSS and the debates arising, particularly about housing. In the case of Hereford, the controversy over the Hereford Outer Relief Road has also led to the process being halted in the run up to the local elections. 

While we may have criticism of some Core Strategies and general concerns about the Local Development Framework processes, having up to date plans in place is essential to ensure a plan-led system.

West Midlands CPRE responded directly to the Birmingham Core Strategy consultation, supporting the reduction in housing to protect Green Belt but also raising particular concerns about issues such as Park and Ride and High Speed Rail. We have also been directly involved in other CPRE responses, such as Bromsgrove and Lichfield.
Housing

While there is a lot more to planning than housing, this has been, and remains, the area that exercises us most.

As well as direct work in relation to LDFs we have compiled our own analysis of whether specific local authorities are reducing housing numbers to control green field development and promote urban regeneration. We are planning to publicise this work shortly. We are also beginning more detailed work on housing in LDFs which we hope will look at other key aspects.

We are hoping to do further publicity around the actual rate of development, pre-emptive housing applications by developers and also the impact if windfalls were taken more into account.

Local Enterprise Partnerships

At the same time as the Regional Planning structures are being dismantled the need for economic co-ordination has led the Government to set up Local Enterprise Partnerships. These business led groupings are meant to act as both a lobby group and drivers for economic growth in their areas. 

Unlike some other regions we have a full compliment, with six LEPs:

· Greater Birmingham

· Black Country

· Coventry and Warwickshire

· Worcestershire

· The Marches

· Staffordshire and Stoke on Trent

However, they are still in their infancy and it has been hard to engage with them because they have no statutory requirement to take into account environment or social issues, because they are seen primarily as business organisations and because the structures are still very fluid.
We have had a useful meeting with Officers of the Worcestershire LEP and wrote to the Chairman of two other LEPs.

A further problem is that without money or resources business commitment to them and what they can do remains unclear. They did put bids in to the Regional Growth Fund but it is unclear how much money they will get. We only identified two controversial funding bids from our point of view: for the Bosch development in Worcester and moving the A45 to allow the runway extension at Birmingham International Airport. 

LEPs are also being encouraged to be involved in developing Local Enterprise Zones in the region, although where those will be is yet to be determined.

We will continue to monitor the development of LEPs and seek, where appropriate, the opportunity to engage positively with them, while acknowledging that there may be areas where we need to challenge them in the future.
Transport

Transport remains a big area for us. Some of the major road schemes seem to be on hold, notably the Shrewsbury Bypass, and attempts to progress others, such as the Hereford Outer Relief Road, depend on the attitude of in-coming councillors, but there are still plenty of people who would like to see major road schemes resurrected, including some business lobbyists promoting the return of the Western Orbital which we successfully fought off in the past.  

High Speed Rail

Of all the transport issues in the region, High Speed Rail remains by far the most important for us, especially as the Government consults on its proposed route to Birmingham.
High Speed Rail could open up the local rail network by freeing up path on existing routes and allowing more frequent and more reliable services. However, that relies to a great extent on getting the supporting local rail investment, much of which consists of schemes the region has struggled to secure over the last couple of decades. It could also potentially provide greater capacity on the network from Birmingham to London and from Birmingham to the north.

However, it has a number of significant downsides and while we agree that new capacity is needed we have reservations about the current proposals, both in terms of the impact on the countryside and, more specifically, extra traffic and development round the massive new Parkway Station in the Green Belt near Birmingham International.

We have set out in a leaflet our concerns about the current High Speed Rail proposals and the key changes we want to see. They aren’t minor alterations and it would require a significant rethink by the Government to achieve them but this is a scheme which would be with us for decades to come and we believe it is important to get it right even if that means taking time to rework it.
As important as the scheme itself is the need to secure significant funding for new local rail infrastructure in the West Midlands and good links into the High Speed network. Otherwise both the transport and economic benefits will be limited.

Local Transport Plan

Across the region Local Transport Plans have been progressed and we have played a particularly active role in commenting on the LTP for the conurbation, supporting many of the public transport aspirations but also raising concerns about issues such as Park and Ride and the risk that traffic is displaced into the surrounding countryside. We’ve also argued that CENTRO should put more effort into showing how High Speed Rail might be effectively linked into the local public transport network, rather than acting as its advocates. 
Station Closures

The other issue that has reared its head recently is a plan by London Midlands to scale back their ticket office staff in the evenings and at weekends and to close a number of ticket offices altogether. With the introduction of ticket machines and more on-line booking they argue that staff are no longer needed. However, we believe it is essential that passengers feel safe on the railway at all time if we’re to achieve a continued improvement to rail usage. We responded in detail to their consultation. In fact 18,000 responses opposed the closures with only a single one in support. They are now going back to review their plans and hopefully come up with something more sensible.
Heritage

We have now completed our report on how local authorities address the issue of heritage in their local plans. Kate Taylor, a volunteer for our rural and environment sub-group, has produced a challenging report which analyses heritage policies in a number of local plans and puts forward recommendations to strengthen how they are dealt with in new emerging plans. 
Renewable Energy

Across the region the issue of renewable energy remains an important topic for us. While we are used to applications for large scale windfarms, more recently there has been interest in solar farms in Herefordshire and Worcestershire. These involve large numbers of photovoltaic panels on fields. Although the land can still be used for agriculture the usages and yield become much more limited. 

The development of such proposals is a direct result of the Government’s generous feed-in tariffs for solar panels which was meant to encourage use of solar on domestic properties and community schemes, such as schools and other public buildings. The Government itself is concerned with big schemes taking all the money and is considering restricting proposals to 50mw to redress the problem.

More broadly the Department of Energy and Climate Change has commissioned regional studies of renewable energy capacity. The studies aims to identify theoretical capacity and form a common information base for decision makers. 

The West Midlands study has recently concluded and its findings are on the Telford and Wrekin Council website. 

There are many good proposals in it including a radical improvement in household and community renewable schemes in urban areas which could combine with energy efficiency improvements to deliver very real social and economic benefits, but the report also includes what on the face of it is a horrifying amount of wind turbine development.
If it were to be believed our rural counties could face 1,000s of turbines each. The problem is that the analysis has deep flaws which mean that the capacity is never likely to be realised. Firstly, it only takes into account designated areas and does not include other landscape constraints, secondly,  it assumes wind turbines are practical at windspeeds of 4.5 m/s as opposed to 6 m/s which previous studies, such as the Regional Energy Study, used. This seemingly small difference means they can include many low lying areas rather than the few high, windy (and environmentally more constrained) places that meet the higher wind speed criteria. 

The study does accept that in the real world there will be economic constraints which mean not everything it identifies is viable. However, it fails to quantify what those might be making its results even less convincing.

We have already expressed concerns at the impact of these unrealistic conclusions on this important debate. We are also concerned about how it will be interpreted outside the region and whether it will, along with other similar reports around the country, give Ministers an over-optimistic view of what can be achieved.

We will continue to monitor this issue and also work with other regions and National Office to raise concerns we have about the whole process.

Internal 
The conclusion of the Regional Review and the consequent adjustment of staff priorities has now been completed which allows us to better develop our on-going programme.

We have also attracted new volunteers who are working on specific projects. 

However, due to commitments elsewhere, our Regional Chair, Bryan McGinity has had to step down after two years of excellent work. 
Richard Wise, one of the two Vice-Chairs, is acting chairman but we are recruiting for a new Chair. We believe this is vital to ensure we continue to have a strong direction to our work and continue to give support from the region both to branch work and national campaigns.
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