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Introduction

It seems more than a year has passed since our last newsletter. In the interim the Regional landscape has dramatically changed – at least it will change in 2010 when the Sub-National Review abolishes Regional Assemblies and passes their planning duties to the Regional Development Agencies and they begin preparing Integrated Regional Strategies.  

In the run-in we are having to work hard to secure our place in this new, potentially less conducive regional set up while continuing our on-going work on the regional issues we’ve already got, not least the massive hike in housing numbers threatened by the Government and all the consequences of that policy. 
A year ago we wouldn’t have imagined that when the Regional Assembly submitted its proposals to Government, Baroness Andrews would jump in immediately demanding even more. But equally we couldn’t have imagined that happening in the background of an economic slump, house prices and sales falling and developers stopping building.
But it’s not just the hard issues that are concerning us. CPRE has recently launched its ‘Stop the Drop’ campaign on flytipping and litter in the countryside. Our message isn’t just that we need to control developments such as roads and housing so rural areas thrive in a way that preserves their character, just as importantly we want the rural West Midlands to offer tranquil, pleasant places for all of us to enjoy, whether we live in the countryside or just visit it.

And we want to look to the future. That’s why we are actively promoting discussion on a vision for 2026 (our 100th anniversary) proactively asking what the countryside should look like.

Our regional organisation in the West Midlands remains small and tight, but we will be seeking to recruit new members, not least a new Chair. Peter Langley has kindly stepped back into the role for a year to help us out, and we have a new Vice-Chair, David Willour, but we need to ensure we have a strong team going forward to deliver the kind of tranquil and productive countryside we feel the region deserves. 
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You can, of course, read more on all the topics in this newsletter on our website cprewm.org.uk. which includes many of our press releases and responses and links to other useful sites.

Sub-National Review

The Government’s announcement that it would abolish Regional Assemblies and hand over their planning functions to the Regional Development Agency caused us some concerns. We, with other environmental colleagues, have had a very close relationship with the Regional Assembly through working groups and membership of political fora, such as the Regional Planning Partnership, though we certainly do not endorse everything they say. On the other hand we have been much more arms-length consultees with the Regional Development Agency, Advantage West Midlands, which is very economically and business focused.

Just as worrying is the emphasis being placed in the new set up being ‘business led’ and the engagement at the same time as the review was announced of a Regional Minister, Liam Byrne, whose remit was very much ‘houses and jobs’.

Since then all discussions, including the current Government Consultation, have seemed to underline the marginalising of ‘other stakeholders’ in the Regional decision making process. Indeed, there is a real sense that environmental and social stakeholders are seen as an impediment to speedy, decisive decision making.

Instead the proposal is that the RDA will consult with a Forum of Local Authority Leaders. This will put the emphasis back on Local Authorities to guide regional decision making in a way which is likely to increase parochialism and reduce scrutiny of proposals where a local authority has a vested interest.

And, the supposedly speedy, decisive output of all this will be an Integrated Regional Spatial Strategy pulling together the Regional Spatial Strategy and the Regional Economic Strategy. This strategy is supposed to be constructed in two years with a Public Examination up front. This could mean that many issues will be determined early and there will be less effective testing of detail by organisations such as ourselves. 

All of which is very challenging, but there are some positives. Partnership working in the West Midlands is heralded as one of the best in the country, and we, and our colleagues, are highly regarded by Regional Institutions, including the RDA. Also the Transitional Board, which is working up the proposals for this region, includes officers we have worked closely with before.

But we won’t get the best outcome by sitting on our hands and we’re talking with other environmental NGOs, statutory environmental bodies and the wider ‘other stakeholder’ community to see how we can ensure strong, independent and effective engagement with both the RDA and the Local Authority Forum. We are also looking to develop some key environmental principles to input into the future IRS. And during the next two years we will be reviewing regionally how CPRE can best position itself in this Brave New World to challenge and to change.

Spatial Strategy

Even with the Sub-National Review looming the work on the current Regional Spatial Strategy Reviews continues. 

This is not only important for the present but because the results will almost certainly colour the IRS and, in the case of the Phase 3 Review, may well only be completed when the change-over has taken place.

The Phased Review of the Regional Spatial Strategy remains challenging, not just because of the Government’s obsession with housing numbers in Phase 2 but because the process generates three times as much of everything: Project Plans, Consultations, Working Groups, Examinations in Public. It remains challenging but CPRE in the region (in collaboration with branches) has engaged in all of these.

Phase 1. Black Country:  Phase One was in many ways the easiest for us. Having ensured the Western Bypasses of Stourbridge and Wolverhampton were rejected we were mainly supporting the balance of urban regeneration policies coming out of the Black Country Study, especially given the up front environmental improvement agenda which underpinned the work. 

We took an active part throughout the process and generally were very happy with what we achieved, especially the strong rejections of urban extensions into Green Belt by the Panel.

However we were disappointed not to get a stronger emphasis on the key Green Wedges of Countryside in the sub-region, although we supported the general environmental policies. These pockets of countryside are both an asset and vulnerable. They need to be strongly supported. 

We were also disappointed that the transport recommendations from the Panel were not taken forward by the Government. These seemed to put more flesh on the bones of how transport should be improved and helpfully stressed the need to control traffic growth and invest in public transport. Without them we fear the road lobby will continue to press for damaging road schemes and unrestricted car use.

This Phase is now completed and a Core Strategy for the sub-region is now being developed and CPRE is closely involved. We are also supporting the environmental agenda although this would have been much stronger has the Big Lottery Bid been successful last year.
Phase 2 –Transport, Housing, Economy and Waste
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Phase 2 is at the heart of the Review, and is being driven by the Government’s obsession with high twenty-year housing numbers which it believes are needed to meet hypothetical predictions of household growth and to reduce the price of housing.  
CPRE believes strongly that we should build the houses we know we will need not the houses we might need. We can always review housebuilding rates. We also do not agree that increasing housebuilding has a major impact on price. Our report ‘Planning for Housing Affordability’ show that in reality it is how much we are prepared to pay, how much our banks will lend us and wider economic perceptions and policies that influence house prices.
At the same time allocating too much land for housing has very real downsides. It allows developers to cherry pick green field sites and it undermines the urban regeneration focus that underpins the RSS’s central aim of reducing out-migration into the countryside. At the same time it is likely to lead to polarisation of the houses built: up market and larger in the Shires, smaller and less desirable in the cities. This can only continue the social polarisation between the two.

In this region we think that means a total phased housing allocation of 285,000 new homes could be built, with an emphasis on urban regeneration and meeting local need for affordable housing in the countryside. The Regional Assembly which originally proposed 300,000 homes conceded 365,600 in the version of the proposals they submitted to Government in December.

Unfortunately Government was not satisfied and in an unprecedented move Baroness Andrews wrote to the Assembly to say they would undertake their own study of housing with a view to reaching 408,000 – 460,000 houses. This study will continue until October, delaying the consultation until December and the Examination in Public until next year. At the same time the Baroness warned that the Assembly might be being too rigorous in applying the principles of the Spatial Strategy which many see as code for opening up more green field sites on the edge of market towns to accommodate housing.
The Government’s approach has very little support in the region itself. There are those, like us, who believe a more cautious approach would bear better fruit, there are others, including business, who do not believe there is the infrastructure or economic development potential to support this approach in many areas. There are very real concerns about the impact on natural resources and on flood risk. The economic downturn also means there is less certainty that the building industry would want to build this many homes. 

CPRE is busy trying to respond to all this, developing comments on the RSS housing policies, not just the raw numbers but other issues such as phasing, density, design and affordable housing provision. But at the same time we are trying to build up political pressure at all levels. We recently wrote to all regional MPs, MEPs and Peers to raise the issue with Ministers and this led to a Parliamentary Debate led by Peter Luff MP. At the same time we are employing a campaigner in three areas most threatened by green field development: Burton, South Worcestershire and Coventry.
But housing is not the only issue in the Phase 2 Review even if it is the biggest and most important for us. We are also looking closely at the proposed employment land figures, at policies on transport, such as Park and Ride sites and Demand Management.
We were glad to see the level of proposed large scale logistics sites has been reduced as a result of our lobbying. However, we are not complacent on this subject given the pressure from the development and freight lobby for large scale Megadepots. We commissioned work to examine the consistency of the work underpinning the logistics proposals which can be seen on our website. We will continue to raise concerns about the impact on the countryside of large scale logistics proposals as well as the wider transport and climate change consequences of more centralised warehousing.

And we will be holding a seminar in September to pull together our objections to Phase 2 of the Regional Spatial Strategy to which we will be inviting all our county branches and regional volunteers.

The next year certainly promises to be busy as we try to ensure the Government’s growth agenda in the region is both sustainable and sensible.

Phase 3- Environment and Rural. The Third Phase has been the Cinderella of the process and even now will be heavily delayed because public consultation cannot sensibly happen until after the Phase 2 Public Examination, sometime next year.

CPRE has worked hard to ensure tranquillity and landscape are included in the review and is represented on the Environmental Policy Group.

We are also very concerned about the review’s approach to Green Belt. We had hoped it would look at whether Green Belt should be extended to compensate for losses of Green Belt to housing, a subject the Phase 2 work has failed to address. Instead the review will only consider environmental improvement to Green Belt, which, in our view, is only half the story. We will also want to be sure that any mapping of Green Belt for improvement purposes does not have the effect of creating vulnerable ‘second class’ Green Belt, or that improvements to Green Belt aren’t promoted as a justification for associated development which would otherwise be unacceptable. 

To help support this work last year we produced a major report on the state and future of the West Midlands Green Belt which can be downloaded from our website. Paper copies are available from Peter Langley. (pelangley@btinternet.com 02476 540211)
Ecotowns

As part of its agenda for increasing housing numbers, the Government has asked developers to put forward locations for free standing ‘ecotowns’ of more than 5,000 homes. While we are sympathetic to the need to improve ecological standards in new development (and existing housing as well) and while we accept that there is a case for exemplars of ecological design, we were disappointed that the criteria debarred smaller development opportunities, such as Longbridge, and larger urban proposals for redevelopment, such as parts of the Black Country and Stoke on Trent.
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The Government’s original long list of sites has been replaced by a shortlist of fifteen across the country which sadly excluded several CPRE felt it could support.

In this region two sites are being promoted: Middle Quinton on the Warwickshire/Worcestershire border and Curborough in Staffordshire. Neither site is acceptable in our view and we are supporting campaigners opposed to development. 

These would be freestanding sites which would more than likely end up as commuter dormitories to the conurbation and local towns. They would eat up countryside and generate traffic and infill development would be likely to follow.

Economic Strategy
Meanwhile the new Regional Economic Strategy has been published and a Delivery Plan consulted on. ‘Connecting to Success’ is in many ways an improvement on its predecessor. We were particularly glad that it included a carbon reduction target, albeit not as strong as we would have liked, and that it adopted the broader Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW) as one of its indicators of success. Its emphasis on place acknowledges the need to develop in the right places and there is a strong sustainable living element to the strategy.
Having said all that it remains weak on protecting the countryside and its approach to rural integration in policy varies across the piece.

We will continue to press the Agency to take seriously its sustainable development responsibilities. The Integrated Regional Strategy will be a real test of how well this has been taken on board.

Transport

The transport agenda for the region has moved on this year, with a major initiative by the Regional Minister to identify key transport infrastructure needs. 
We played a role in ensuring this included the ‘Smarter Choices’ direct marketing  approach which Worcester has shown can reduce the amount of traffic on the roads. We also were particularly keen that the need for transport improvements in areas like the Black Country were properly emphasised. We are very aware of the risk that the Government’s growth agenda will throw transport money at the so called Settlements of Significant Development (the ten towns singled out for especially high growth in the Phase 2 Review of the Regional Spatial Strategy) rather than supporting urban regeneration.

However, there is a lot of uncertainty. Bids for the Community Infrastructure Fund could provide some sustainable solutions for growth points but the money available is quite inadequate. Equally, the Regional Funding Allocation includes a number projects we support, but, as it is refreshed in the Summer there is a danger that pressure to provide for new growth points will stretch and divert resources. 

M6 Widening. The situation is also in flux with regards to the issue of the M6 corridor in Staffordshire but in many ways this has gone in our direction. Last year we were expecting a business case for the widening of the motorway in Staffordshire and Cheshire and had contributed to a project to examine that. However, since then, the soaring costs have made the Government review both that scheme and other widenings. 
At the beginning of this year they undertook a study which examined how much Active Traffic Management (as piloted on the M42) could offer a cheaper alternative to widening. We took part in the national study and welcomed the move away from intrusive widening. However, questions remain for us. In particular we accept that opening up the hard shoulder and managing speed may help in the short term, but they also allow traffic to grow. And if, as the Government’s ‘Towards a Sustainable Transport System’ consultation suggests, they are unwilling to put in place longer term measures to reduce car dependency, the problem of congestion will return and be more intractable when it does.
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Meanwhile, specifically on the M6, we are encouraging Government to consider more targeted measures, such as junction improvements, as well as ATM and Public Transport investment, to provide an alternative to adding further concrete in the countryside.

Road User Charging. One particularly difficult issue for us has been Road User Charging. On the one hand we are keen to see transport demand managed to protect the countryside, on the other hand we are concerned that congestion charging schemes, particularly linked to strategic park and ride, can divert traffic problems into the countryside and can encourage green field development.
There was a major proposal for congestion charging in the West Midlands Conurbation. CPRE responded in detail to the proposals. The local authorities have now decided not to go ahead. While we understand the political reasons for this we will now be pressing them to say how they will manage traffic demand and how they will fund public transport improvements.

The other proposal was for a congestion charge in Shrewsbury. However, this was much more worrying because of its direct link to the Shrewsbury North Western Relief Road, which is perhaps the most damaging road scheme to the countryside in our region, and would certainly have huge landscape and tranquillity impacts close to the historic town. That proposal also collapsed. However plans for the relief road continue, its latest incarnation being associated with a flood defence proposal. We will continue to support the branch and local campaigners opposed to the plans.

Aviation

The final version of the Birmingham International Airport Master Plan has been published, which proposes how the airport would develop over the next twenty five years. The good news is that the proposal for a second runway has been put on ice until at least 2030 (though we would like to have seen it withdrawn altogether).  Unfortunately, the proposed extension to the existing runway remains, and is now the subject of a planning application to Solihull Council. We remain to be convinced on a number of aspects of the proposal and are meeting the Council to put forward our views.
In the meantime, a High Court Challenge to the Secretary of State’s decision to refuse planning permission for a permanent passenger terminal at Coventry Airport will be heard in July. We are not directly involved, but have a strong interest in the outcome and will be hoping that the decision stands.
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Rural

We continue to pursue policies to protect and enhance rural areas and to improve rural services. Earlier this year we had two very successful regional meetings, with the National Farmers’ Union (NFU) and Country Land and Business Association (CLBA) to promote our common agendas and to raise issues in our 2026 Vision for the countryside. Both organisations are working hard to promote local produce and we will be supporting them in this work.

Tranquillity. We have also published nationally our new tranquillity maps which allow us to map accurately the most important elements of tranquillity, both positive and negative. We are trying to get this methodology accepted in Regional Strategies and at local authority level. We gave presentations to both the Regional Environment Partnership and the Regional Rural Affairs Forum. However, there is still resistance from those who do not value the tranquillity of the countryside or see it as getting in the way of development or, ironically, think it diminishes the emphasis on biodiversity. This will remain a key issue for us, as it is for many of the public. We will be pressing for strong action, both in our most tranquil areas, for example, the Marches, and in the relatively tranquil parks and amenities nearer the main conurbations.
Litter. This year also saw a major new campaign on litter in the countryside, which revealed how poor many local authorities in the region are in dealing with litter and its big brother, flytipping. We [image: image6.jpg]


don’t want litter to become acceptable and ignored. That is why we are pushing for a higher profile for this issue, looking for more commitment from local authorities and the Highways Agency, as well as Government legislative and financial support. 
We also feel that for the West Midlands it is about harder economic and social issues. If we want to attract entrepreneurs and if we want to have a strong image we need to address the issues of the regional environment. This was addressed more widely in the Environmental Manifesto we produced with other NGO colleagues in the region, but we will now be pressing this specific case. There are bigger issues about the public’s attitude to waste, but this is the issue which in many ways underlines our attitudes.
Rural Transport. This year has also seen us produce a major study of rural transport provision in the West Midlands which looks at all local authority plans. It supports the need for continued rural bus services but also identifies the need to further develop demand responsive transport solutions, such as dial up buses. We are publishing the full report and will be preparing a leaflet to distribute to key decision makers.
Internal 
West Midlands CPRE remains strong and active. Our four sub-groups meet regularly and enjoy good support from our branches, but our volunteer base is small and we need to be on the look out for new volunteers to lighten the load and to allow us to broaden our areas of expertise. 

We are particularly keen to recruit a new chairman as Peter Langley stands down at the end of the year and are actively seeking interest both internally and externally.

Website. The website has continued to be updated and now boasts up to date pages on all the topics we cover. Our ‘Take Action’ page gives visitors options to support out regional and national campaigns. 

Press. We continue to develop out press and publicity work. Our new secretary, Nicholas Butler, has and is working on our databases to ensure we have the best possible contacts.
We have appeared regularly on radio and on key TV programmes, such as the Politics Show. We have written key articles for newspapers, such as the Birmingham Post. 
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