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Introduction

Since our last newsletter the Government has been re-elected with a reduced majority. This means the current system of Regional Assemblies will remain at least for the foreseeable future. It also means there will be a busy time for us as we face the challenges of the implementation of the Sustainable Communities Plan and other Government initiatives which could push up house-building, road building and the pressure for airport expansion.

In the West Midlands the challenges have never been greater. Later this year we will be consulted on plans for the Black Country which will start the review of the Regional Spatial Strategy, there’ll be a study on the M6 Expressway in Staffordshire and pressure from the aviation lobby will undoubtedly increase. 

But CPRE West Midlands is in a strong position to pick up these challenges. Our work to expose the over completion of housing in Warwickshire, for example, has shown we can successfully use regional policy tools to scrutinise local decision making. The Regional Spatial Strategy Review will almost certainly bring even more challenging times on housing policy.

And we’re developing new tools to help us campaign. Our new ‘Take Action’ web page will keep activists up to date on our on going campaigns. There are also new publications on housing, and, along with colleagues in other environmental campaign organisations, we’ve published an Environmental Manifesto for the region. 

CPRE in the region is not only opposing unwanted development, we are working hard to develop the right strategies to deliver what we do want. That will be critical if we’re to achieve a vibrant, beautiful countryside in all parts of the region.

Regional Spatial Strategy

The Regional Spatial Strategy (RPG11) may have only just been put to bed but, even before the Strategy was published, the Public Examination had thrown up a number of issues which needed early review. Many of these issues concern us profoundly, whether it’s airport expansion or housing numbers. 

So a partial review has begun. The first element of this will be the Black Country Study, the second will be the Transport, Housing and Economic issues and finally there’ll be a section dealing with other matters, including environmental and rural issues. 

This means there will be a great deal of overlap between each section and, in particular, some of the discussion on the Black Country - on transport and town centres in particular - could pre-empt the second part of the review. 

This will also mean that, although the work will be spread out a little more, there will have to be three consultation exercises and three Public Examinations, adding to the workload of hard pressed voluntary organisations such as ours.

Key Issues for us will include
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The Black Country element is already under way through the Black Country Study but we anticipate the second stage beginning in the late autumn. That doesn’t mean there isn’t already work under way. Preliminary consultancy work into everything from Park and Ride to Logistics is going on now. The Regional Housing Strategy is supposed to inform the review and a lot of work is going on to seek to justify expansion of regional airports, all of which we are tracking and seeking to influence.

Monitoring

At the same time the Regional Assembly has to implement the Strategy as it stands and a monitoring report for 2004 is now available, along with sister document on waste, green belt and industrial sites. A key housing report is currently delayed, but is expected to show worrying signs that the out-migration into the Shires is continuing and that some Shire local authorities are still dragging their heels over reducing their rate of house building.

We successfully publicised the issue of over-provision of housing in Warwickshire and Worcestershire when the monitoring first came out and will continue to press our case when the more detailed work is released.

Conformity

All local plans and ‘major’ planning applications now have to be in general conformity with the Spatial Strategy. We have met with the Regional Assembly to try and ensure they pursue councils who are not adhering to this. They are currently, for example, challenging a housing development at Shifnal in response to Bridgnorth District Council’s development plan and they have made helpful comments about Wolverhampton and Coventry Airports, even though they are under resourced to do the job. 

Housing Strategy
The development of the Regional Housing Strategy has been a protracted process which CPRE WM has sought to influence at every stage. It has demonstrated how important it is to look at market reactions to house building, and not just rely on a number crunching exercise. However, the housing debate will continue apace through the review of the RSS. 

The Housing Strategy intimates that this will be done on the basis of new national household projections expected towards the end of the year. CPRE has always had reservations about there hypothetical projections but the increase in numbers now seriously threatens the strategy. As we start to reach and exhaust our brownfield land potential, house builders and interested landowners will push for the release of green field sites. If that happens we are unlikely to see more houses actually built, but the house builders returning to their usual policy of building on green field land. This would increase migration into the Shires and the unsustainable social disparities between urban and rural and the price differentials would widen. 

This is unfortunately supported by the Government’s response to the Barker recommendations, ‘Planning for Housing Provision’ – currently out for consultation - which claims we can build our way out of high prices by allocating more land. In reality, of course, increased house building in high price areas in the countryside only increases out migration with the resulting negative consequences: traffic grows, house abandonment gets worse and social problems increase.

We are arguing for strong policies to support urban housing, at higher densities and better designed to help restore the balance, but there also are limits. We do not want to see open space or character lost in the process.

The other key debate will be over affordable housing. Some Shire Districts, supported by the Country Landowners Association, are arguing for more housing overall to support affordable housing. We are strongly resisting this. ‘Housing the Nation’, our national report on the subject, shows how we can provide more affordable housing without simply bumping up the overall numbers. Getting this balance right will be vital in the forthcoming review, but we will resist attempts by developers to use the affordable housing issue as a pawn to get undesirable market housing projects through the system. 

Meanwhile we have published two briefing papers on housing, one on density and one on refurbishment. A further paper on design is in production. All are available on our web site: cprewm.org.uk or from our Regional Policy Officer.

Rural 

Scrutiny

The Regional Assembly will be undertaking a Rural Strategic Review this summer and autumn. While this will centre on Advantage West Midlands (who the Assembly has a statutory duty to scrutinise) other organisations will be asked to give evidence and CPRE will want to make its views felt. Not only will there be concerns about how AWM treats environmental and social considerations in its rural regeneration role, there will also be concerns about whether, when it takes over rural services from the Countryside Agency, it will continue to support projects which benefit every aspect of the countryside, not just economic drivers.

There will be evidence sessions around the region and the public can attend and listen. 

Environment

Manifesto

CPRE WM has joined with other environmental and amenity organisations to produce ‘Enriching Our Region: an Environmental Manifesto for the West Midlands.’  This sets out in detail how we as a sector would like to see the region develop. The Manifesto suggests how we might fulfil our environmental responsibilities locally, regionally, nationally and even internationally. It is clear and concise and doesn’t gloss over areas where significant improvements are needed. If you have not yet seen it, copies are available from our Regional Policy Officer and it can be viewed on the CPRE West Midlands web site.
Green Belt

A major campaign to defend the Green Belt has been launched by CPRE nationally and we have supported that with a press release setting out the importance of the Green Belt and are encouraging people to visit www.cprewm.org.uk where there are a number of actions to take to help defend the Green Belt.

We believe the three Green Belts in the West Midlands, around Birmingham, Coventry and the Black Country, around Stoke and partly around Burton, have helped protect our countryside and stopped cities sprawling and separate towns, such as Cannock, Lichfield and Bromsgrove, from being sucked into the conurbation, or Coventry and Birmingham merging. 

We will be seeking to carry out further research during the rest of the year to show examples of how the Green Belt has protected our countryside but also to highlight where creeping incursions have led to Green Belt failing, whether it be the impact of roads or business parks or housing.

Transport 

The expected decision on the M6 Expressway through Staffordshire and Cheshire was delayed by the election but when it finally arrived ignored the overwhelming view of consultees that the Expressway should be scrapped. Instead it proposes to progress the scheme under the guise of a comparative study, hoping presumably that opposition will diminish over time. We intend to continue to support those opposed to this massive incursion into the countryside. 

It will certainly be a long fight, and in one way the argument for the new road (or even widening the M6 in Staffordshire) has been dealt a severe blow by the decision of the Government to pursue road pricing. According to the Multi Modal Study which recommended widening a fairly modest toll of 10p a mile would succeed in reducing traffic on the M6 to acceptable levels. So, at the levels mooted by Alistair Darling, there would be unlikely to be many takers for a parallel toll road or even enough traffic to justify widening. 

This is borne out by the dip in traffic figures on the M6 Toll following the recent modest price rise. The benefits of the toll road have always been less than the claims and even small changes in price can affect traffic levels seriously.

But road user charging isn’t a panacea and, while CPRE WM has supported the need for some form of charging linked to investment in Public Transport in the region, we have also made clear that the sort of price disparities that have been mooted could lead to unacceptable traffic levels on many rural roads as a result of rat-running. Our perspective article on the subject for the Birmingham Post is available at our web site: cprewm.org.uk. We will keep our eye on any new system very closely. 

Rail Route Utilisation Strategy

This quarter saw the development of Route Utilisation Strategy for the West Midlands Rail Network and we commented in detail on the proposals. The strategy, which has now been published on the SRA’s website, is supposed to look at immediate problems of capacity not to prejudice the longer term Regional Planning Assessment currently under way. However, it is quite clear that the RUS is very much seen as setting the scene. Of particular concern will be the closure of local services in the North of the region, notably between Walsall and Wolverhampton, Walsall and Stafford and Stafford and Stoke, although Stone Station seems to have been reprieved from inclusion. Not only will these closures undermine the goals of regeneration in the areas concerned, it is quite clear that proposals which might have made these services viable, such as a Stafford Cut-off line have been dropped from the RPA. 

More generally there appears to be a growing attitude that railways are mainly for inter-city travel and that anything which does not go through Birmingham is expendable. We have serious concerns about this approach (which echoes Beeching ideology) and will continue to press for the railways to serve all the region, and where services are weak to consider not just closure but how they might be promoted and enhanced so people do want to use them.

Aviation

The marathon enforcement inquiry on Coventry Airport's interim passenger facility has at last closed.  CPRE worked very closely with the group representing the local community. It is not clear whether the outcome will be known before another inquiry into a proposed permanent passenger terminal begins in January next year. One of our arguments is that the future of the airport should not be decided until the airports policy in the Regional Spatial Strategy has been reviewed. 

Meanwhile Birmingham Airport's master plan, setting out proposals for the further expansion of the airport, is expected in the autumn. It looks as if the first major proposal will be a south-eastward

extension of the existing runway.

 

More broadly we have been involved on the steering group for an important study of the Economics of Aviation in the West Midlands, carried out by York Aviation and sponsored by the Regional Assembly and Advantage West Midlands. 

The economic benefits of aviation are often taken on trust without adequate consideration of the costs, such as the loss of tourist expenditure and investment to the UK, and costs to the environment and health service. Unfortunately the study has followed a similar path. Although the consultants were asked to look at disbenefits as well as benefits, it is difficult to tell from reading their report whether, and to what extent, the growth of aviation would benefit the economy. At least, once disbenefits are acknowledged, we will be able to challenge their findings later on.

Further studies are expected on the environmental implications of aviation and surface access to airports.

We have joined with other environmental organisations in the East and West Midlands to produce a ‘Midlands Aviation Master Plan’ which is due out shortly. It will challenge the Government’s pro-aviation stance in the Air Transport White Paper and argue for a more measured approach to the growth in aviation, with demand being carefully controlled and not met in full. There will be sections on particular topics and particular Midlands’ airports. We hope it will have a major influence over the forthcoming review of the airports policy in the Regional Spatial Strategy.

Black Country Study

The Black Country Study is continuing and we are monitoring it closely. There will be a consultation in the autumn, although the dates have not been decided. We will want to see:
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Centres Study

Allied to the RSS review is a study into the role of centres. We have been monitoring this closely for two reasons. 
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Internal 

We are continuing to build up our capacity in the regional group and are undertaking an on-going search for new volunteers to help support our four regional sub-groups: housing, employment and regeneration, rural and environment and transport.

We are also looking for a new Chair. After three and a half years, Peter Langley will be stepping down as Chairman at the end of the year and so we need a replacement. The job advertisement is available on request from cpre.wm@btinternet.com

At the beginning of July we held one of our most successful training events. ‘Barging Through Regional Planning’ took place at an unusual venue: a narrow boat trip along the Worcester and Birmingham Canal from Gas Street Basin to Kings Norton. The aim was to raise understanding of regional planning among county branch members. Despite rain and slightly cramped conditions, feedback was extremely positive and we will consider a repeat. Anyone with suggestions of interesting venues can forward them to our Regional Policy Officer 

Website
We are continuing to update our website [www.cprewm.org.uk] to include all our new publications, press releases and news. There is also a new Take Action page, on which we will include immediate actions and consultations currently under way. We hope to update it monthly, although it may vary dependent on what is happening.

There are also links to other sites and importantly to Branches and the National CPRE site. Here you will find more simple actions. At present, for example, we are supporting the major national campaign to defend the Green Belt (see above). You can register your support for the Green Belt, write to your MP and get more information simply and quickly on line. 

Publicity and Press

We have continued to publicise our work. New leaflets on housing are one area, but we also now have a new leaflet setting out what CPRE WM does which is available on request. We have had good press coverage on issues as diverse as Green Belt, Park and Ride and Rural Speed limits. 
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Housing Numbers and the pressure to increase them in the countryside.





Pressure to release more land for housing at the so-called regional foci – Telford, Hereford, Worcester, Shrewsbury and Rugby.





The resurrection of unwanted roads proposals, such as the Western Bypasses of Stourbridge and Wolverhampton.





New Park and Ride sites in the Green Belt.





An on-going debate on Road User Charging.





Pressure to expand airports across the region with little regard for the environment.





Calls for large new national logistics sites in the countryside.








Appropriate housing levels.





An increase in average density but at the same time a rise in design quality, protection for heritage assets, particularly in our suburbs and older Victorian and Edwardian properties. 





A strong emphasis on the protection and enhancement of the environment, including the canals and Black Country Park project. We will not want to see the environment compromised for other goals. 





Progressive approaches to transport which support public transport. We will strongly oppose any hint of a return of the now discredited Western Bypasses of Wolverhampton and Stourbridge.








Strong Green Belt policy which resists urban extensions into the Green Belt and values the environmental and spatial asset of the Green Belt. We are particularly concerned that large new logistics sites are not proposed in the countryside next to the Black Country











Firstly it is essential that market towns are supported and flourish but at the same time their heritage and environment is protected.





Secondly it is important that the urban centres support the goals of the Black Country Study and other urban regeneration initiatives, the lynch pin in ensuring people continue to live and work in urban areas.
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