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Introduction
Who could have anticipated that the summer of 2004 would have been dominated by one huge issue for CPRE in the West Midlands, and that suddenly we would be at the blunt end of one of the biggest new threats to the countryside this year? Out of the blue the Department for Transport announced a consultation on an M6 Expressway, a new toll road through Staffordshire and Cheshire, which could act as a precursor to a whole new motorway building programme across the country. 

Suddenly the month of August, normally a quiet period in the calendar, when there is a chance to catch up on internal work, became one of the most hectic in the group’s history. 

It is a tribute to the hard work of Staffordshire CPRE volunteers and their colleagues in the North West and Cheshire, and to hard working volunteers in the Regional Group, that not only did we manage this sudden workload and produce the plethora of briefings and responses needed, we managed to do it without compromising other on-going work. 

Regional Planning Guidance 

In June Regional Planning Guidance 11 was published. Even at this later stage we made some tremendous gains in terms of sustainable policies to protect the countryside. The previously developed land target for housing actually goes further than we asked, with a demanding goal of 76% of new housing to be built on previously developed land. There have been other changes too. The energy policy, for example, no longer identifies North Staffordshire and the Marches as particularly suitable for wind turbines. 

A more detailed briefing on the final Guidance can be found on our web site (cprewm.org.uk).  We certainly believe RPG is in general terms a force for good. It will now be a question of ensuring local authority development plans and other proposals help achieve the key strategy goal of reversing the migration of population into the countryside and don’t undermine it. It will be vital that county and district branches, with help from the Regional Group, are able to use the new guidance proactively to fight development plan policies and individual planning proposals.

The RPG officially became the Regional Spatial Strategy in late September and gained a statutory role in the Planning System. Already the importance of this has been demonstrated in some early cases where development has been challenged as not being in conformity with the Strategy. Keeping up with the conformity issue is an extremely challenging area for organisations like CPRE and will demand closer working between branches and regions. We at regional level will have to take a greater interest in local developments. Local Development Frameworks and regionally significant developments will all be challengeable if they are not in ‘general conformity’ with the Regional Spatial Strategy, but timetables will be tight and it is essential that we are watching out for difficulties so we can be ready to put our case quickly.

Early examples where we have intervened include Wolverhampton and Coventry Airports, Peddimore and a number of development plans, which are going through their final stages. 

Transport

M6 Expressway

[image: image3.wmf]The announcement of a consultation on the M6 Expressway came out of the blue but it also catalyzed opposition to the widening of the M6. The concept of a brand new toll motorway in the countryside rather than the widened M6 raised huge concerns across Staffordshire and Cheshire. Throughout the consultation we worked closely with other NGOs and residents groups in both regions and produced a thorough consultation response as well as briefing materials for others. We contributed to the response from the Regional Assembly, as well as responding to questions from the Transport Select Committee and meeting MPs and Ministers to press our case. We got good press coverage and ensured consistency of message. 

We don’t want the M6 widened; we believe the solution is to invest in public transport and to use road user charging on existing roads to reduce the growth in traffic. But an M6 Expressway is the worst option. It is predict and provide road building which will simply exacerbate problems in the towns and cities it feeds its additional traffic into. And it would have national implications as the forerunner of toll roads next to other motorways, from the M42 to the M1 to the M25.

We were also able to debunk some of the myths behind the proposal. We showed that the claims about the benefits of the M6 Toll were exaggerated and incomplete. We showed that the M6 in Staffordshire wasn’t as congested as the Government is implying. And we showed that just because a new piece of road is tolled doesn’t mean – as some were insinuating – that it counts as managing demand. Much more of our briefing material is available on the web at cprewm.org.uk. 

One side impact of the Expressway proposal is that some other roads are on hold, including the M6 Toll to M54 link road but we will continue to monitor progress on this, after – and we expect it will be sooner rather than later – we hear from the Minister about whether he intends to progress his Expressway proposals any further given the broad and large opposition to his plans.

Aviation

[image: image4.wmf]Birmingham Airport is working on its Master Plan to enable it to carry around 30 – 35 million passengers a year (at the moment they carry about 9.3 million a year). This Master Plan will surface some time in summer 2005 for public consultation. It is likely to include an extension to the existing runway and a new wide-spaced parallel runway (shorter than the consultation option). They have undertaken a consultation on two alternative voluntary compensation schemes for those who would suffer loss of property value as a result of their plans, but whatever the outcome this may be challenged in the courts. Information about all this can be found on the Airport’s website at http://www.bhx.co.uk/aviationpolicy.cfm.

CPRE has been categorically refused membership of the Airport Consultation Committee and observer status, but ironically it is not the airport who are denying us access but local politicians! 

Coventry Airport, keen to be ahead of the game, put in an application for a Passenger Terminal in March 2003 and in March 2004 announced the start of no frills passenger services by Thomsonfly from hastily erected temporary terminal buildings (portacabins). Warwick District Council say these buildings need planning permission and began enforcement procedures to have them removed, which was further complicated by a change of operating lease during 2004 and a failed attempt by Warwick DC to deal with enforcement through the courts. Warwick Council finally refused the 2003 application for a permanent Passenger Terminal on a number of grounds after a day-long Planning Committee, but were persuaded that conformity with RPG was not a matter they could question. 

The enforcement cases are now at appeal and CPRE Warwickshire has Rule 6(6) status at the Inquiry. Coventry Airport have appealed against the planning refusal and have lodged a planning application for an even larger Terminal Building.  There was pressure for all these enforcement and planning appeals to be rolled together into one major public inquiry but we have persuaded the Inspectorate to resist this. 

Wolverhampton Airport has submitted a planning application for development of a new runway, an engine testing facility and the use of the airport for the landing and take-off of jet aircraft (currently not allowed). The Regional Assembly has issued a statement of non-conformity with RPG.  The planning application has yet to be determined by South Staffordshire Council.

More widely, we are working with other environmental organisations in the East and West Midlands to produce a major briefing note on aviation for regional and local decision-makers. It will deal with wider topics and with individual airports, and will challenge many of the assumptions in the Government’s White Paper, which have been so complacently accepted by local authorities and others.  We are aiming for publication in Spring this year.
Milton Keynes Growth Area

The publication of the Panel Report into proposals for a growth area from Milton Keynes up into Northamptonshire came in the summer and we were disappointed that, despite our good efforts at the Public Inquiry, the Panel left much of the onus on the West Midlands to deal with any problems for our economy and environment resulting from the housing driven growth area on our doorstep. However, we were given hope when the final Regional Planning Guidance firmly put the onus on the Milton Keynes development plans as well as our RPG to manage this relationship. 
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However, life was not to turn out easy. When the Government published their modified Milton Keynes Growth Area proposals the West Midlands weren’t even mentioned. We are not giving up but are pressing for the final version to include firm proposals to deal with the inter-relationship between the two. It’s been an uphill struggle but, if our region’s goal of revitalising its major urban areas and protecting its countryside are to be met, we will have to ensure people just across the border aren’t doing things that undermine that goal.

Environment 

The Regional Assembly’s Environment Partnership is preparing its forward plan This will build on the six key priority areas which are; Improving resource productivity and management; Promoting a landscape scale approach to development and environmental enhancement; Expanding and making best use of the region’s environmental economy; Changing perceptions of the environment;

Embedding environment across strategies and plans; and Enhancing quality and equality of life for all.
Meanwhile, work is well advanced on an Environmental Manifesto for the West Midlands, which CPRE WM is producing in collaboration with colleagues in other environmental organisations.  It aims to raise environmental issues up the regional and local agendas, provide an environmentally friendly vision of what the region could be like in twenty years’ time, and show how we can move from where we are now towards that vision. This will be a major publication, which we will want to distribute widely to help raise the profile of ourselves and other environmental organisations throughout the region. Publication is expected between April and June this year.

Rural Issues

The Rural and Environment Group have undertaken a study of the region’s Structure, Local and Unitary Development Plans to ascertain whether policies in these plans give sufficient protection to the landscape following government changes to the policy on landscape protection.

[image: image6.wmf]PPS7 requires a fundamental reassessment of existing local countryside designations such as Special Landscape Areas and Areas of Great Landscape Value and proposes that designations should only be maintained or expanded where there is a good reason to believe that normal planning policy cannot provide the necessary protection.

A new “Landscape Character” based approach, which is supported by central government, has been adopted by all the adopted County Structure Plans in the region. However it has been used in different ways, resulting in different types of policies to protect landscape character. 

The Group’s initial concerns are that whilst the new Landscape Character Assessment Approach is welcome, there is insufficient understanding of the approach and the landscape assessments to be undertaken when considering applications for development.  Do officers and elected members considering development proposals have a clear understanding of the landscape types and the knowledge to undertake landscape assessments?  Does the development industry when designing development proposals have a clear understanding of the landscape character in order to be sympathetic to it?

Does the general public responding to consultations on development proposals have a clear enough understanding of both the Landscape Assessment Approach and the landscape types and special qualities of their local countryside to influence decisions? And if there is a lack of understanding, how can CPRE help?  Any comments on these issues would be welcome.

A presentation by the Rural Team of the Worcestershire Youth Service explained to the Rural Affairs Forum how they were working to improve services for young people.  A needs assessment taken around Worcestershire’s villages had identified housing, employment, transport and democracy as the issues that most concerned young people.

A number of initiatives had taken place to raise the profile of the needs of young people including conferences and a presentation to the England Rural Affairs Forum.  The work attracted the attention of De Montford University describing the initiative, the only young person’s rural project in the West Midlands, as an ‘innovative voice’.

The Team has reached a watershed and now needed to set its direction for the coming year.  Funding would continue to be an issue but finding the right people to influence was just as important.  According to the State of the Countryside Report, the West Midlands had the highest figure for the out-migration of young people. 

Any comments on what can be done to  meet the needs of young people would be welcome. This is a challenge for everyone. 

Energy 

[image: image7.wmf]The final regional energy strategy has now been produced and in many ways is welcome. It puts the emphasis firmly on energy conservation. It demonstrates clearly how much more important conservation is than renewable developments if we are to control green house gases. In that sense we are fortunate to have an overall energy strategy. Many regions only have renewables strategies, which tend to be skewed towards delivering those technologies not to providing an overall approach to energy supply and demand. 

The area in which the strategy is least convincing is transport and we have shown convincingly how the claimed reductions in emissions from transport are wishful thinking and do not tally with the Multi Modal Studies which are, according to the study, our chief weapon in that field. Most importantly we have shown that aviation, which is excluded from the strategy, would undermine it by dramatically increasing emissions in the region. We will need to continue to press these points both in the media and privately.

The strategy includes targets for renewable energy, which include a number of different sources, such as sewage gas, biofuels and landfill gas. Wind energy is only expected to provide about a third of the renewable provision and the study predicts a lower overall level of renewable energy than the Government target, partly because we are landlocked and do not have much high, windy ground. 

However, the publication of PPS22, with its development bias, has meant that wind proposals are now seen as more likely to come forward than when the strategy was compiled. We will have to work hard to ensure the criteria set out in RPG 11 are adhered to and landscape is fully taken into account. Recent examples of rejected wind turbine proposals elsewhere give some comfort that Inspectors will take landscape seriously but there is still a lot of work to do.

One key outcome of the strategy is the proposal for a Regional Energy Office to drive forward its implementation strategy and we expect this to come forward over the next year. Influencing this key body will be essential if the emphasis on energy conservation and on those renewables which have less effect on the environment is to be maintained.

Housing

The Regional Housing Strategy, which was first produced in 2003, is being reviewed and rolled forward by the Regional Assembly. Its main role is to guide the allocation of public sector resources for housing, but it takes a wide view of housing issues and is designed to be consistent with the Regional Spatial Strategy. We will want to ensure that the planning strategy is fully reflected in the housing strategy, and that we do not begin to see higher overall housing figures or a higher proportion in the Shire Counties. We will also be looking for more effective policies on affordable housing in rural areas, where current approaches are failing to deliver.
The Housing Sub-Group has been busy developing an in-depth approach to a number of aspects of housing policy: design, density and redevelopment vs. refurbishment. It has produced policy papers on these subjects and will soon be sharing them with National Office and county branches with a view to publication later this year. We hope the papers will be helpful to county branches in their work and act as a focus for wider campaigning.
Black Country 

The Black Country Study is now beginning to develop options and we continue to take a keen interest in what is coming forward. Apart from the critically important proposals for a Black Country Park, there is still important work to ensure the outputs meet, and if possible exceed, the housing targets envisaged in RPG for the sub-region. There are also still those who would like to build roads in the Green Belt. It is essential that the study produces robust alternatives.

National Office

The Strategy for 2005 has now been presented to the General Council and is moving forward. We played a key role in influencing that strategy, with Regional Policy Officers being much more integrated into the policy development process this year. The strategy specifically includes plans to further integrate RPOs while allowing them to continue to be managed regionally. This should be welcome. Despite the North East Elected Assembly referendum the role and importance of regions and regional work can only increase and it is important that CPRE has a strong presence at that level.
Organisation and Publicity

In the summer key regional volunteers and staff met the Country Branch chairs to discuss how we can integrate our work more effectively and we hope over the next year to build upon that discussion.

Our web site is now fully up to date and has had a radical overhaul thanks to our new webmaster, Mick Jeffs. 

We also finalised a new regional fold out leaflet, which we will be using at meetings and other events. Copies are available from Carole Freer on 0121-550-5440.

Although the level of press coverage has probably been lower than in past years it has been of a high quality, with coverage ranging from Radio 4 to local newspapers and we believe our messages have been getting across. Articles specifically written for papers like the Birmingham Post have also helped. We anticipate that next year, as some of the in depth work from housing and environment comes to fruition, we will be able to increase our press presence again.
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