THE RELATIONSHIP OF THE ECONOMY AND THE ENVIRONMENT OF THE WEST MIDLANDS
As part of the Sub-National Review process the West Midlands Regional Sustainability Forum is keen to work with Advantage West Midlands to help achieve wider goals of environmental sustainability. In future, the nature and quality of growth will be more important than its sheer quantity. This paper addresses those issues. Much of what we advocate is already implicit in the Economic Strategy Delivery Plan (e.g. Action 2.3.2) but needs to be brought more to the fore.  

1.  Key drivers for the West Midlands economy in the future will include:
· The need for carbon reduction to tackle the problems caused by climate change and respond to the Stern agenda;
· High fuel prices, which are likely to persist.  In the short-term they are having a knock-on effect on prices in many parts of the economy; in the longer-term they may well substantially affect travel behaviour and other consumer preferences;
· Pressure on other resources.  For example growing energy consumption represents a major challenge and energy-saving will assume increased importance;
· Unnecessary consumption and waste, which imposes substantial costs on society;
· The continuing poor image of the region, which owes much to its damaged environment and affects its economic offer.  The West Midlands is simply not seen by many people as a desirable area in which to live and work.
In the light of these and other factors, our comments on future priorities are as follows:

· Working towards a low carbon economy will be an essential component of future regional policy.  While a start has been made on this, the Government’s targets are (rightly) very demanding and there is no room for complacency.   It is essential that activities such as aviation which have until now been seen as largely outside carbon reduction targets are brought fully within them.  This may for example mean that a second runway at Birmingham International Airport cannot be justified, even in the long-term.
· In regional policy documents such as the Regional Spatial Strategy and the Regional Economic Strategy, there tends to be a huge gap between the high level goal of carbon reduction and the detail of particular sectoral policies and proposals.  Many of these individual policies and proposals seem to work against achieving the wider goal.  In future it will be necessary to be far more discriminating about the climate change implications of particular policies and proposals, not simply leaving these to a partial appraisal in the Sustainability Appraisal.
· While both the RSS and the RES contain worthwhile environmental policies, these policies all too often fail in practice to bite on the more growth and development oriented parts of the strategy.  A more even-handed approach will require implementation, monitoring, scrutiny and conformity processes to operate more effectively.

· The unsustainable nature of economic development in the West Midlands during the agricultural and industrial revolutions and through most of the last century have left a horrendous legacy of environmental degradation and decline which has seriously damaged the economic recovery prospects of the region and the region’s image in the rest of the UK and the wider world.  In parts of the region we are still struggling to cope with the problems caused by the ‘growth at all costs’ philosophy of the industrial revolution, over 200 years later.  We must not make the same mistake again.
· While the national framework for the SIRS is likely to have a strong emphasis on improving GVA as the major goal, economic prosperity is only one aspect of people’s wellbeing and this is something that the SIRS must clearly address. The Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (already recognized in the Regional Economic Strategy) is an important tool for measuring wider quality of life impacts.
· Contact with the natural environment is a critical component of people’s well-being and the West Midlands has by far the lowest proportion of SSSI and semi-natural habitat of any UK region (other than London).   There are many threats to the quality of the natural environment at the moment including the major housing growth which is proposed, the intensification of agricultural production as a result of rising food prices, the drive for biofuels and the abolition of set aside.   The traditional approach of mitigation may not be good enough in future.
· Economic growth must be sustainable and must not be at the expense of damaging the environment – sensitively implemented and directed there are major opportunities to steer growth so as to enhance the environment by ensuring that environmental infrastructure is fully supported 
· Quality of the environment ultimately underpins long-term sustainable economic growth – increasingly entrepreneurs and knowledge workers seek high quality environments, particularly natural environments - and WM must provide these or lose out.  The quality of the region’s natural and built environment is just as important as the quality of the office environment for a new or relocated company.  It has a crucial effect on the ability to attract and retain staff and to promote investment and innovation.
· As the Stern Report demonstrated we need to take a long-term view and invest now in sustainable development to avoid calamitous results down the line - while Stern focused on the critical issue of climate change the same approach needs to be adopted to ecosystems more broadly. We need to ensure that long-term goals are not sacrificed in the pursuit of short-term targets.  This was a key message of Stern, but one that is all too often ignored.

· Thus environmental and sustainability concerns are fundamental to the success of the region and must be at the heart of all aspects of the SIRS.

· We need a stronger emphasis on local economic activity – using local businesses, materials and supply chains and the development of community and local capacity.  Local services should be safeguarded and where possible enhanced.  Alternatives to travel by car must be promoted more strongly to reduce dependency on oil.
· We recognize that there is a productivity gap between the West Midlands and the UK average, but we are not convinced that this can ever be closed given the long-term structure of economic activity in the UK, unless there are fundamental shifts in, for example, UK governance and the structure of international finance.  We consider it sensible to set more realistic goals based on wider considerations. This would mean a review of how we measure economic success, for example by greater use of the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare.
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