
THE CONTRIBUTION OF ENVIRONMENTAL NGOs TO REGIONAL PLANNING AND POLICY-MAKING IN THE WEST MIDLANDS
Introduction 

The West Midlands Regional Sustainability Forum was established in 1999.  It consists of regional representatives of the following organisations in the West Midlands: Campaign for Better Transport, Campaign to Protect Rural England, Cyclists Touring Club, Friends of the Earth, National Trust, Pushbikes, Rail Future, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, West Midlands Amenity Societies Association, Wildlife Trusts, Worldwide Fund for Nature and the Woodland Trust.  
We meet quarterly to discuss regional policy issues and to keep abreast of latest developments.  We aim to represent our organisations’ views at the regional level, to influence the Regional Spatial Strategy, Regional Economic Strategy and related regional policy documents, and to lobby other regional stakeholders on particular issues of regional and sub-regional importance.
The organisations within the West Midlands Regional Sustainability Forum have long experience of regional planning and policy-making.  They can make a vital contribution to the preparation and implementation of the Single Integrated Regional Strategy and to wider policy-making.  Without their active involvement, both activities are likely to be very much the poorer.

What We Have to Offer

Environmental NGOs contribute to regional planning and policy-making in a number of different but related and mutually reinforcing ways:

· Contributing creative ideas and policy proposals at a formative stage.  Our strengths are our independence from government and our freedom of thought and ideas.  We have the ability to ‘think outside the box’ and take an innovative approach.  An example of this was our ‘Environmental Manifesto’ (‘Enriching Our Region’), published in 2005.  We also have direct experience of working with officer groups to produce policies that are clear and capable of implementation.  We can act as a ‘critical friend’ to regional and local organisations, particularly on sustainable development and environmental matters.  We have gained considerable respect from other regional and local organisations by taking up issues in a responsible manner.
· Providing information or developing processes of direct relevance to regional planning.  Between them, our organisations have recently been responsible for ground-breaking work on, for example, environmental footprints, Landscapes for Living, tranquillity and village design statements.  Research and development work will remain an important element of our activities.

· Representing the views of the wider environmental sector and important strands of public opinion in the West Midlands.  Between us, we have a combined membership approaching 500,000, equivalent to just under one tenth of the region’s population.  We also have links to many local organisations which, without our involvement, might not engage with regional planning and policy-making at all.  This grass-roots base is a particular strength, helping to combat the tendency for over-centralisation of regional planning and policy-making, and at the same time ensuring that regional planning is better understood by local communities and organisations.
· Representing the views of ‘other stakeholders’.  Individual members of WMRSF have been asked to represent other stakeholders at many of the key meetings dealing with the Regional Spatial Strategy, and at related meetings such as the West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum.   Our role has included direct involvement in decisions on the policy content of the Regional Spatial Strategy, in addition to contributions at a more formative stage of the process. The Government’s latest consultation document on the Sub-National Review envisages a continuing role for other stakeholders in the SIRS process in particular.

· Helping to deliver regional policies, for example by lobbying on key environmental issues where changes in procedures or funding arrangements are needed, and by taking an active role in putting particular initiatives into practice.  Most of our organisations are involved in activities related to regional planning and its implementation, such as for example the Biodiversity Action Plan and the development of green infrastructure.  Where appropriate, we have the freedom to lobby because of our financial and functional independence from government.

The fact that our organisations work together as the West Midlands Regional Sustainability Forum is a particular strength.  Our long-standing and effective joint working arrangements mean that we can act as a single point of contact, helping Advantage West Midlands to put into practice elements of the Regional Economic Strategy and (in future) the Single Integrated Regional Strategy.  The whole of our contribution is greater than the sum of its parts and we can be relied upon for a balanced environmental view.  Our member organisations also add their own individual contributions to regional planning and policy-making, reflecting their particular expertise and understanding, especially by taking up formal consultation opportunities.
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