
RSS 14 Revision – Notes for Policy Authors

1. Introduction

These notes are offered to help RSS authors identify ways to make policies as sustainable as possible while they are being drafted.  They were produced after initial discussions between policy authors and appraisers on 4 August 2005.  

There are some generic points applicable to all sections, then some specific points for each RSS topic.

RSS policies were at a very early stage, so these notes are not comments on the current policies, but rather pointers and suggestions to consider during drafting.  Some are confirming and endorsing points already emerging in the drafts.  (We have offered comments on some of the emerging policy texts separately.) 

Whilst Policy authors may not be able to apply all of them to the full because of Government policies and commitments, limitations to the powers of RSS, regional planning precedent and the political priorities and judgements of elected Members opportunities to address them, or mitigate any impacts without them should be taken.  Guidance notes are offered as pointers, not absolutes although the Sustainability Appraisal will report on the consistency (or otherwise) of policies with sustainability principles.  It is not just a test of consistency with Government policy.

These notes should be read in conjunction with the ‘track changed’ comments emailed to all policy authors prior to the meetings.  Furthermore these notes only relate to those topics discussed on 4 August.  Further discussions are planned.
We provide some initial comments on health and well-being in these notes. In general we make a similar point about health & well-being as we make below for environment policies ie it is fine for them to be subsumed in other parts of the RSS – PROVIDED it’s clear that the health & wellbeing of people in the North West is strongly and consistently promoted.  We will provide further input on health & well-being to the policy writers on the 8th September after the HIA workshop.
2. Everyone

(1) Look for ways to reduce energy use (especially fossil fuels), greenhouse gas emissions, vehicle mileage, consumption of natural resources, production of waste and pollution.  It’s reducing the actual amounts that matters for environmental sustainability.  Increasing the efficiency of resource use, adopting cleaner technologies etc are potentially valuable means to do this – but they are not ends in themselves, and should not be treated as such.  (Draft policy DP5 already states this aim of reducing greenhouse emisions clearly; this needs to be followed through consistently in the rest of the RSS). 

(2) Try to avoid using the word ‘sustainable’ inside policy text.  The word (alas!) is understood in many different senses, not all of them consistent, so this can easily give rise to misunderstandings.  Policies should be aiming to say what is sustainable.

(3) For the same reason, the use of the word ‘efficiently’ should be made clear with respect to what inputs and what outputs ‘efficiency’ is to be assessed.  For example an out-of-town superstore is probably more ‘efficient’ than little local shops measured in terms of retail turnover per employee – but for exactly that reason it’s probably less ‘efficient’ measured in terms of jobs created per hectare of land.  It’s probably also less efficient in terms of shopping done per car mile driven.  All these measures of ‘efficiency’ might matter – but policies should be clear which one is intended. 

3. Vision, objectives, principles

Suggest more clarity and distinction between ends and means.  Improving quality of life, reducing social exclusion and reducing environmental impacts in the North West should be the top level aims; everything else should be seen as contributing to these.  

Consistent with the new national sustainable development strategy, suggest framing economic objectives in terms of economic development rather than growth – there is growing recognition that growth as conventionally measured is a poor proxy for whether the economy is producing the benefits needed; the word development opens the question up for consideration.

4. Overall spatial options
Recognise the limits to planning intervention – if you try to restrain development in popular / prosperous areas, it won’t necessarily go to the less prosperous ones, it may go outside the region altogether.  But must also recognise the danger that being too fatalistic about letting the market have what it wants could simply re-create a ‘north-south divide’ within the region, with a few centres booming, less favoured areas stagnating – and more and more car commuting between the two.

It would be good for the RSS to be explicit about the judgements that will have to be made about how far intervention can go.

5. Housing

Two key aims:

· Enable everyone to afford decent housing: requires attention to match between desirable housing, location of jobs and amenities, and prices relative to disposable incomes (important point – if people have to spend more on eg travelling to work that leaves them less income for housing.  So the nearer it is to workplaces and amenities (and the better public services are) the more ‘affordable’ housing becomes

· Reduce greenhouse gas emissions – both in the housing and in travelling to and from it.

For both these reasons, spatial match of housing with jobs and amenities is crucially important.  Need to make strong links between housing, economic and transport policies.  Housing should be driven by spatial rationality, not availability of land or subsidies.

‘New greenfield’ principle may be fine – after all, protecting ‘greenfield’ is cited as a means for maintaining biodiversity, bioproductivity, landscape amenity, access to open space and settlement separation: if all of these can be better achieved by a land swap, building on greenfield land while ‘wilding’ some brownfield land, may be the better option (though it won’t necessarily sit well in government brownfield league tables).

Concern over final paragraph under Policy – Housing Markets, Existing Stock and Housing renewal which implies that the bullet points above should be taken into account but that there may also be cases where those factors will not apply, but that housing should be cleared anyway.  It is suggested that the bullet points adequately cater for the issue of failing local housing markets.

6. Environment 

Fine for environment policies to be brief and/or subsumed in other parts of the RSS – PROVIDED it’s clear that environmental objectives are strongly and consistently promoted.  

Could potentially cover a lot of ground with one generic principle, that in all development, the environmental qualities and benefits potentially affected are systematically identified, and that significant damage is avoided where possible (the preferable option) and, failing that, fully offset in both quality and quantity by shadow projects, either on or off site, as part of the development ‘package’ (eg secured by S106 or equivalent).  i.e. the ‘quality of life capital approach. 

7. Energy 

Top priority: reduce net greenhouse gas emissions. 

Renewables are desirable, but reducing energy demand is an even higher priority.

Spatial planning is not allowed to duplicate building regulations, but consider what can be said about reducing whole life energy demand of new development, including:

· built form (eg reduce surface area with terraces and low rise flats);

· orientation for solar gain and shading, daylight, natural ventilation

· district heating / combined heat and power

· on-site / off-site renewables (on-site is often not the most cost-effective, so avoid treating it as an end in itself)

· energy use travelling to and from development – how often, how far, how much by car?

8. Retail

Key issue: trade-off between size of retail centres and travel.  Bigger centres offer more choice but require longer journeys.  Aims: minimise the amount of car travelling that people need to do overall (not just for shopping – eg try to locate retail where people need to go anyway to mimimise special journeys.) 

9. Economic development 

(Generic comment particularly relevant here:)  Consistent with the new national sustainable development strategy, suggest framing economic objectives in terms of economic development rather than growth – there is growing recognition that growth as conventionally measured is a poor proxy for whether the economy is producing the benefits needed; the word development opens the question up for consideration.

Regional sites/Nuclei – greater explanation as to how they have been identified would be useful.  Sites need to be in highly accessible locations close to centres of population by means of public transport. 

Regional Casinos: consider negative health and social impact, not convinced that a regional casino will make a positive contribution to the social environment or promote social and economic inclusion.  
When compared to both the North West and England as a whole, the health of the people of Blackpool is relatively poor with reduced quality of life and early death. There are also significant inequalities within Blackpool itself; people living in some areas live substantially longer than those from adjacent areas.
 It is not clear how increasing access to gambling and gaming facilities will contribute to improving the health of, and reducing health inequalities within, the local population. 
10. Transport 

Top aim should be reducing the travel (especially car) intensity of life.  Needs close coordination of transport policies with spatial policies.  In a way, ‘Transport’ is an unfortunate title because it makes us think about mobility (a means) rather than access (the end).  Need to think of ‘un-transport’ solutions as well as ‘transport’ ones.  

Demand management should be top priority. 

Transport hierarchy: 

· avoid / obviate travel

· walk, cycle

· bus, rail (light / heavy) – maximise load factors, eg by concentrating journeys (compact multi-functional town centres) 

· car – maximise load factors, eg by multi-occupant vehicle lanes, preferential parking  

· air

Liverpool is a counterexample to the assumption that more roads = more prosperity.  Excellent road network, still relatively under-performing economically. 

Any increase in aviation is environmentally unsustainable.  In particular it contradicts stated government policy to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.  Better non-car access to airports is nice but does not alter the basic unsustainability of air travel growth. Understood that more people leave the region through airports than come into it, therefore the economic benefit may be questioned.

Congestion is only one of the downsides of traffic, and should not be the only concern of policy. If reducing congestion enables more people to make more car journeys, that’s bad for the environment, even though it may be good news for the people not caught in jams.

Road user charging: good if it reduces traffic (as in London).  Bad if it spreads the traffic out so the roads can accommodate more traffic (with the rich able to drive faster when and where they want, and the poor having to go long ways round / at antisocial times.)

Motorway network makes long distance driving easy; allows / encourages people to drive long distances rather than move near new jobs.  Fuel tax / road user changing needed to overcome this.  

Park and Ride: need to plan to (1) ensure it supports rather than undermines public transport.  GMPTE policy of small P&Rs at stations sounds potentially better than massive ones on approach roads (eg Chester) because it should minimise driving distance and feed extra passengers onto normal public transport system.  But is there any evidence to back this up?

(2) avoid perverse effects especially at charging boundaries. 

11. Rural, Education & Skills

Recognition of need for rural proofing is recognised and a separate note will be provided as to how this could be achieved within the SA of RSS.  Rural areas defined as sparse and less sparse with differing characteristics.  Sparse are more dependant upon agriculture and tourism the former which is likely to increasingly suffer from the impacts of climate change.  Likely opportunities for diversification may not extend much beyond tourism which may not therefore actually increase the diversity of the economic base in these areas.  Tourism in remote rural locations may also increase vehicle journeys.  Need to consider opportunities for alternative land uses including biofuel crops, woodland although it is recognised that these do not have direct spatial planning implications.

Education and skills policies are supported particularly reference to the need for upskilling of communities in areas subject to focussed development of a particular economic sector.  Suggest that a more direct reference to upskilling in advance, or in tandem with proposals for Regional Investment Sites and Knowledge Nuclei be included otherwise jobs may be taken by workers from outside immediate area and no vacancies left by the time local residents have the skills to take advantage of them.

12. Coastal 

Recognition is given to the need for integrated coastal zone management and marine spatial planning.  Coastal areas are particularly sensitive to climate change and specific recognition of this fact, and the means by which coastal communities should seek to adapt to the impacts of climate change, should be maintained through policy, whether or not other coastal specific policies remain within RSS
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