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The Regional Spatial Strategy for the West Midlands, the blueprint for planning in the region, is being reviewed. The changes will impact on every local authority area, affecting where new development, particularly housing, goes. 
The aim of the current strategy is to promote urban regeneration and rural renaissance. CPRE strongly supports this. We particularly think it is right to prioritise new market housing in our major conurbations to stop the continuing drift of population into the Shire Counties (currently running at 12,000 a year net) which is undermining the prosperity of our urban areas and putting huge environmental and social pressure on the countryside, as well as distorting house prices. 

We strongly oppose the huge increase in housing numbers envisaged in the review of the strategy by the Regional Assembly (365,000 per annum net). But the Government’s proposals (410-460,000 per annum net) would be disastrous. Both have based their figures on twenty-year projections which are highly uncertain. They are higher than is needed to deal with present housing needs. Such high levels of house building can only be achieved by:

· Building on green field land

· Large extensions to many of our historic market towns

· Letting our conurbations sprawl into the countryside

· Undermining swathes of the protected Green Belt

The problem is exacerbated because neither the Government nor the Assembly are suggesting effective ways of phasing development to ensure brownfield sites are developed first. Nor are there strong enough policies to ensure the right mix of housing at the right density built in character with other local housing.

We are proposing a more modest level of 285,000 houses per annum which is more realistic and certain to be needed. It would allow us to: 

· Concentrate on local affordable housing needs

· Keep the emphasis on regeneration

· Stop the builders cherry picking green field sites

A huge housing hike would have other consequences:

· Pressure for more intrusive offices and warehouses in the countryside

· Pressure for large new roads to support the housing 

· Diversion of funds for schools, health care and other facilities to the new estates

· Loss of natural habitats and an overall increase in carbon emissions

· Large new waste facilities in the countryside

In particular CPRE has identified the potential for up to eight square miles of the specially protected Green Belt to be eaten up.

The housing hike will only add to existing pressures that threaten the countryside, including airport expansion, park and ride sites and large new warehousing villages.

We accept that some more housing is needed but we believe that needs to be done in a way that is socially equitable and environmentally fair. We should be building the houses we know we need and only building more (especially on green field land) if we really have to. There will be plenty of opportunity to review building rates as the picture becomes clearer, including the full effects of the current recession.
We think there is a clear choice at the forthcoming Public Examination: concentrate on regenerating our main urban areas and build homes to meet local needs in rural areas or go for a high-growth strategy which involves large scale building on green field sites. It is not possible to do both successfully.  

That is why CPRE is putting forward a positive agenda to;

· Build the houses we really need 

· Build the right types of houses and to the best standard

· Build offices and industrial sites in towns and on public transport routes 

· Supporting significant improvements to Public Transport

· Ensure our precious countryside in protected into the future

· Reduce carbon emissions and so protect ourselves from climate change

CPRE is a charity whose aim is to promote the beauty and tranquility of the countryside. You can read more about the RSS campaign and other campaigns CPRE is working on in the West Midlands by visiting our web site: cprewm.org.uk

If you would like to help our campaigns e-mail: office@cprewm.org.uk
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