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Introduction

What a difference since our last newsletter. So much has changed.

The new Government is sweeping away much of the regional structures and along with it many of the good things we achieved along with the bad things like excessive housing numbers. We will need to watch that the baby hasn’t gone out with the bath water.
And yet it remains unclear what will take its place and whether the promise of ‘localism’ will really deliver more sustainable development. 
It is also unclear how cuts will impact on our agenda, particularly the loss of local planning staff and the regional tier of strategic planning.

What is clear is that the future will be very different and we are already having to respond to new concepts, such as Local Enterprise Partnerships, even before we know exactly what they will look like.
More widely CPRE is reviewing its regional operations and what we can achieve both for local branches and the National charity, something the Regional Group will be actively engaged with.
We held back from sending a newsletter during the run up to the election. It is now time to begin to look ahead to the future but perhaps also not to forget our achievements up to now, many of which will shape future debates in individual local authorities across the West Midlands

New Structures
Background 
Following through on the commitments in the Conservatives’ green paper on planning the new Government moved rapidly to withdrawn funding from Leaders Boards and initiated the winding down of Regional Development Agencies by March 2012. It has also signalled that it intends to close Government Offices early next year and has revoked Regional Spatial Strategies.
A Planning Bill is expected later this year that will set out how this ‘localism’ agenda will work in more detail. The Local Development Core Strategy process continues but many Councils are reviewing their policies particularly on housing numbers. A letter went out to higher tier authorities and business leaders inviting them to set up Local Enterprise Partnerships a key element of the new agenda. 

However, in consulting with neighbouring local authorities it is clear the Government intends the current regional boundaries to no longer form a barrier, creating a more fluid relationship between adjoining authorities.

West Midlands Reaction

The West Midlands Leaders Board has changed its name to West Midlands Councils but agreed to continue with a small staff of twelve, although only four will be dealing directly with policy work. They will aim to articulate issues in the region and facilitate discussion between local authorities funded by local authority subscriptions. 
Advantage West Midlands is reviewing projects in the light of its budget cuts, (which would eat into committed schemes!) It will close in March 2012.

A few regional bodies still remain, notably the Regional Transport Group, which Gerald Kells has attended via the Third Sector Strategic Forum’s Transport Group, the Rural Affairs Forum, which James Steele attends via the West Midlands Regional Sustainability Forum, and the Regional Landscape Group, which Sarah Bury from Shropshire has been attending. However, all these are subject to review and may not survive.

Regional Funding streams are also in question. With a smaller pot of money schemes may well be approved centrally. We will perhaps learn more after the Comprehensive Spending Review.
What we are doing

Clearly the new Government has a mandate to carry through the localism agenda it proposed and to address the costs of the regional planning bureaucracy and CPRE has always supported greater local engagement. 

However, the speed of the cuts and the lack of detail make it hard to identify areas where we can support the Government and areas of concern. We will certainly need to monitor very closely how local authorities behave and whether they actually reduce housing numbers and protect the Green Belt. 

There will also be issues where localism may lead to locally popular decisions which CPRE has to oppose because of their impact on the countryside.
We have already responded nationally to the revocation of RSSs by raising concerns about issues, such as Mineral provision, where cross-boundary provision make it hard for local authorities to deal with those issues on their own.

Regionally we did a small interim piece of research into how local authorities are actually behaving in relation to housing, which we intend to review as the position settles. Providing evidence about whether local authorities are consistently protecting Green Belt or ensuring urban regeneration may be a way to get Government to consider mechanisms to deal with such discrepancies. And we have recently circulated our analysis of the state of play of Local Development Frameworks in the region.
We are continuing to engage, where we can, with both regional and sub-regional bodies.
In the longer term the Localism and Democracy Bill, which will set out the Government’s longer term proposals for planning, is expected in the Autumn and will be of critical importance to us both regionally and nationally. 
Manifesto

In the run up to the election CPRE produced a national Manifesto. In the West Midlands we produced our own version tailored to our particular issues which we sent to all Parliamentary Candidates. At its core were seven key goals:
1. Getting development right,
2. Protecting the Green Belt,
3. Conserving and protecting farming,
4. Investing in a first-rate Public Transport system,
5. The voice of the people engaged in strategic and local decision making,
6. Creating a thriving and beautiful countryside and

7. Protecting tranquillity.
Since the election we reinforced the message by sending the Manifesto to all new MPs and have had several fruitful meetings as a result. We hope this will form the basis for some of our proactive campaigning in the future.

Regional Spatial Strategy

We worked hard over the last year to influence the outcome of the Regional Spatial Strategy. At the Phase 2 examination we put a strong case on housing numbers, transport, economic development and other key concerns to us.

We also played a full part in the Phase 3 review and were successful in getting greater recognition of the importance of landscape and tranquillity. 

We hope that lobbying will pay off as councils consider how to take forward policy without RSS. Councils are certainly still looking over their shoulders at the RSS work.
When the Interim Statements resulting from RSS3 were released the Leaders Board encouraging people to use the data they generated and, although the RSS has been revoked, the Black Country Core Strategy Public Examination was told by the Government Office that the evidence base remains sound.
Core Strategy work

Many Core Strategies remain on hold while Local Authorities consider their reaction to the Government’s revocation of RSS and particularly whether they will continue with the housing numbers from the RSS.
We are supporting branches where we can in lobbying their local councils to come up with more sensible approaches on housing and other issues, but also to incorporate those elements of RSS which are helpful to us and may be lost out of local plans.

The future of the LDF process will be a key issue in the Localism Bill, but for us there is also a danger that if local authorities do not progress plans developers will use the hiatus to get ‘planning by appeal’. This could lead to poor decisions and a lot of inconsistency between and within authorities.

Black Country

The Regional Group appeared at the Black Country Core Strategy Public Examination and we were successful in promoting much more emphasis on the countryside which we hope will survive into the final document. There is a surprising amount of countryside actually in the Black Country. We also argued the case for better policies on transport.

More widely it was a chance to test the waters and see how the Inspectorate would deal with the new order. Despite the hiatus a couple of lessons came across clearly. The RSS evidence will be used for a little while to come and the housing figures, in particular, will still be promoted by developers. At the same time there are substantial parts of RSS, for example, sustainability and landscape policies, where it is possible for us to use RSS to enhance our case in debates over individual Core Strategies.

Local Enterprise Partnerships

The Government has asked business leaders and local authorities to submit bids for Local Enterprise Partnerships which they see as a way to drive forward economic growth. 

The Government made no provision for the social and environment sector to be involved, nor gave much emphasis to the wider need for social cohesion and environmental improvement to be included in the Partnerships’ remits. We, along with others, have sent back strong messages on this, for example via the Business Select Committee, and there has been some belated acknowledgement of the ‘Third Sector’ role, but we are still concerned that LEPs may be little local cabals.

Six bids have gone in from across this region: Birmingham and Solihull, Black Country, Hereford and Shropshire and Telford, Warwickshire and Coventry, Worcestershire, Staffordshire and Stoke. They have a strong bias towards business and there is little reference to the environment or its importance in most of them. 

A seventh ‘regional’ LEP submission has been submitted by West Midlands Business Council seeking an overarching LEP for the West Midlands. It is also very economically focused (although it talks about the location of housing and other planning and transport issues.) The bid does acknowledge the need for engagement with the voluntary ‘Third Sector’. 
It is yet to be seen how Government will respond to these bids, particularly the Business Council’s attempt to retain an element of regional co-ordination. It is also unclear how much power these bodies will have and how much Local Authorities will be influenced by them. The extent to which they might get access to land assets from the old Regional Development Agencies is another big question.

However, the emergence of such economically driven bodies will give us cause for concern if there is no balancing of the wider social and environmental issues, particularly in relation to rural areas.
Transport

We continue to engage in transport work and have made comments on a number of emerging Local Transport Plans, for example, raising concerns about the impact of the conurbation’s LTP on surrounding areas in relation to large Park and Ride sites and other inter-related measures.

The funding hiatus has seen a number of projects put on hold including the Shrewsbury and Hereford bypasses, but we wait to see what will come out of the comprehensive spending review.
Of particular concern is the threat to the Bus Operators Grant from the new Government. This is the subsidy mechanism which allows operators to run services which do not cover their costs. CPRE is working with the Campaign for Better Transport and other environmental groups to campaign on this issue. 
High Speed Rail

Of big concern in the region is the proposal for a massive high speed rail line cutting through rural Warwickshire and parts of Staffordshire. 
In seeking to engage with the debate CPRE has sought to constructively consider how new capacity can be found for the inter-urban network but remains concerned that an expensive High Speed Rail could eat up transport funds starving local rail and much needed public transport investment 

More locally we are concerned about the impact on rural areas. The line through Warwickshire promoted by the previous Government went through many of the most tranquil parts of that country, but a review of the route may mean that when it is reissued later this year, there are significant changes. However, the current route, from London to Birmingham, is only the start and the impact on Staffordshire of routes further north is likely to be of equal concern.

As important as the route is the impact of station locations. The plans are for a station near or at Birmingham International. This could generate huge amounts of additional traffic in the region accessing the station, bypassing local rail services. Equally it would give Birmingham International Airport links to London allowing it to compete with South East airports and encouraging an unsustainable growth in aviation in the region. We would certainly not want to see HSR as a parkway hoping network, without access to a station in the centre of Birmingham. That would go against everything we have said in this region about the importance of urban regeneration as opposed to rural sprawl.

Of course, the West Midlands is not an island in relation to long distance rail policy and we are working closely with concerned branches, other regions and national office to develop a position which CPRE can credibly put when a new route emerges from the in-coming Government. 
Rural Issues 
We were particularly disappointed that the work we put into ensuring landscape, tranquillity and the countryside were integral to the Phase 3 work on RSS may be lost and we will be keen to work to ensure the principles we set out are incorporated into local plans.

We also worked closely with the Regional Landscape Group in developing a Regional Landscape Advocacy Document. The result is impressive but is currently only available electronically and is not being promoted. The future of the Landscape Group is itself in doubt but we will certainly want to look at how we can promote the concepts embedded in the document if the Partnership closes. We will also want to ensure protection of the landscape is embedded in the Natural Environment Bill the Government is set to develop.
We have been working on heritage and looking at policies in Local Development Frameworks. We are keen to see how the loss of RSS may affect these.
And we continue to play an active role in the West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum. The Coalition Government have identified the importance of Rural Forums but whether these will continue at regional level is still up for discussion.

Lastly we will take a very keen interest in the impact of spending cuts on the Countryside. There are so many ways it could affect us: the loss of staff in the Government’s environmental agencies, the loss of match-funding for European rural projects, the loss of the bus operator’s grant, broadband roll out support being cut and/or services being lost for the rural unemployed and disadvantaged. Until we know how the actual cuts will fall it is hard to know which will concern us most but clearly, if we want vibrant rural communities as well as a beautiful countryside we will want the right investment in place to make that happen.
Internal 
We have continued to develop our work, updating our website and recruiting new volunteers. However, we are still on the look out for dedicated campaigners to augment our team and help support the work of the branches.

CPRE is currently reviewing how best to deliver our campaigning goals through Regional Groups and staff in the field and we will respond to that debate over the coming months.
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