
DECISION

RIBBLE VALLEY BOROUGH COUNCIL
REPORT TO PLANNING AND DEVELOPMENT COMMITTEE






Agenda Item No.   

meeting date:
5 FEBRUARY 2010
title:




REGIONAL STRATEGY FOR ENGLAND’S NORTH WEST (RS2010)


PART I :  THE HIGH LEVEL STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK

submitted by:



DIRECTOR OF DEVELOPMENT SERVICES
principal author:

STEWART BAILEY

1
INTRODUCTION & PURPOSE

1.1
The North West Regional Development Agency (NWDA) together with the successor organization to the Regional Assembly, 4NW have published the first part of the Integrated Regional Strategy for the North West known as RS2010.

1.2
This report will summarise the key aspects of the document and invite Committee to make comments.

1.3
Until such time as events may alter the position the Regional Strategy will be a very key documents in creating the framework for major investment and planning decisions in the region.

1.4
As such it has a direct relationship to the Council’s ability to meet all its ambitions and in particular the protection of the environmental quality of the area and providing a properly balanced housing market.

2
BACKGROUND

2.1
RS2010 attempts to bring together the spatial, economic, social and environmental strategies affecting the region and build a new long term vision.


Part 1 sets out a high level framework.  The consultation on Draft Part 1 is open until February 26th.

2.2
The Strategy will attempt to build on the 2006 Regional Economic Strategy, the recent Regional Spatial Strategy and the Regional Housing Strategy.

2.3
The emerging North West Regional Strategy will:

· Refresh and revise economic development actions and priorities

· Focus on setting out a vision and key principles on strategic issues

· Integrate spatial and housing priorities with actions to achieve sustainable economic growth

· Prepare the region to work swiftly and effectively on a statutory single Regional Strategy

2.4
There are a plethora of strategies at almost every conceivable spatial level relating to all these topics at different levels of adoption.  There are county level strategies at various stages of preparation; Pennine Lancashire strategies most notably on housing and economy matters and, of course, our own Ribble Valley strategies.


The point at which the strategic level charges to operational is a debate too complex to enter into here.

2.5
Should there be a Conservative victory at the next general election it may well be that the regional agenda is reduced in significance.  Until that possibility becomes a reality however it is appropriate to afford RS2010 a very significant level of importance.

3
THE KEY ISSUES AS THEY RELATE TO RIBBLE VALLEY

3.1
RS2010 Part 1 includes four strands against which four options for strategic approaches are to be assessed.

3.2
The four strands are:

· Capitalize on the opportunities of moving to a low carbon economy and address climate change

· Build on our sources of international competitive advantage and regional distinctiveness

· Release the potential of our people and tackle poverty

· Ensure the right housing and infrastructure for sustainable growth

3.3
The four options are:

· carry on as now 

· focus on economic opportunity

· focus on  protecting environmental resources

· focus on regeneration and tackle deprivation

3.4
Should members wish to delve deeper into the ways in which the strands relate to objectives and the options differ in detail it would be advisable to access www.nwregionalstrategy.com where the full document will be found.

3.5
The fundamental question posed to consultees is which of the four options is preferred.

3.6
This task may be best attempted by making reference to some of the published supporting documentation.


Fortunately a rural proofing exercise has been carried out as part of the sustainability appraisal for the document.  It is this document that, in my view, alerts us best to the overall problems of the document irrespective of which option is selected.  In reality the final option will almost certainly be an amalgam of the four artificially separated options, irrespective of the comments of consultees.

3.7 
The rural proofing document makes these key comments:

· the strategy has a general tendency to regard rural areas for their landscape value rather than as a place where people live and work.

· (it) seeks to promote several economic sectors that are directly relevant to rural areas however other sectors will also be important in sustaining viable rural economies, particularly small businesses that may be overlooked.

· there is no commitment to ensuring good high speed internet access for all in the short or medium term which would significantly improve connectivity in rural areas.

· a key issue for rural communities is access to the services that people need and this could be particularly recognized by the Strategy.


Although it seeks to tackle social exclusion, deprivation, ill health and inequality, most of the actions are around increasing economic participation which will do little to help the elderly who are over-represented in the demography of rural areas.

· It is a concern that aspects of the strategy largely aim at addressing entrenched deprivation at an urban level with a limited chanelling of resources to rural areas where pockets of deprivation exist at an equal level of need.

3.8
All the above points must be addressed by an acceptable final document.

3.9
The Strategy as a whole completely fails to recognize the unmet potential of the rural north-west to play a major role in a whole range of economic opportunities.  The only apparent location for such opportunities are at the heart of the city regions.

3.10
It is confusing that whilst the Strategy clearly states that it needs to ‘think holistically about economic social and environmental issues’ and their inter-relationship that focusing on each provides the basis for ‘options’.

3.11
If the detail of the ‘options’ is analysed it would appear that only the ‘environmental protection’ option offers hope for a significantly enhanced rural aspect to sustainable economic growth.  Yet this aspect should be part of the ‘option’ characterized as being responsive to economic opportunities.

3.12
The outcomes listed could all be achieved without any promotion of economic activity in rural areas.  They could indeed all be achieved by concentrating investment or development on solely the most densely populated parts of the region.  What opportunities may be missed by such an approach?

3.13
The document delves into a little more detail than seems to be entirely appropriate in characterizing particular sub-regions for particular types of growth.  Liverpool for bio-med for example.  I can see no reason why parts of Lancashire may not be equally suitable.

3.14
Regeneration is both a specific option and a recurrent theme.  The document does though include the following statement: ‘recognising we cannot transform everywhere’.  I wonder how that will work in reality.  Does it mean there are some places that have degenerated to a level when recovery is impossible.

3.15
There are scattered areas of the document when just the phraseology used indicates a negative attitude to rural areas or unduly biased approach towards city regions.


For example the document includes an action:


‘addressing the demographic imbalance in rural areas’


I believe this suggests that rural areas are somehow not quite right.  It could perhaps say ‘recognising the particular needs of rural areas as a result of their demographic profile.

3.16
In a similar way the document misses clear opportunities to make statements expressing a commitment to provide quality services for all irrespective of their place of residence.  For example the section on valuing our people could say:

              ‘ensuring no young person is disadvantaged from gaining access to high quality education or skills development because of their place of residence’.


Statements such as this would be strong commitments to address potential deprivation to isolated rural dwellers and inner city dwellers alike.

3.17

The document continues by exploring how the different ‘geographies’ of the region will be affected and how the impact of each of the four options will differ in relation to the four ‘strands’.

3.18
I have attached the page relating to Lancashire as Appendix 1.  Whilst there are key positives most particularly relating to a recognition that the outstanding environment could contribute to economic well being and the need to improve Pennine Lancashire rail links to Manchester I am not entirely sure these would adequately counteract the metro-centric bias in much of the remainder of the document.

3.19
On a more general point the ‘key challenges’ for each sub-region seem to be largely directed exclusively to one and not others.  An example is the key challenge in Merseyside to ’address the Gross Value Added gap’.  I would have thought that is equally applicable to both Lancashire and the rural areas of the North West in general.  But it does not appear as such.

3.20
THE FOUR OPTIONS


Option 1 is characterized as ‘business as usual’ and is described in fuller detail as follows:

              The option in more detail

· Indicative housing distribution;  approximately three-quarters to be located in Manchester and Liverpool and their inner areas and the remainder in regional cities and towns where urban brownfield capacity exists which can realistically be developed.  This is not just about delivering housing numbers, but creating viable sustainable communities that people can live in.

· Greenfield implications:  focus will be on previously developed land within cities and towns.

· Brownfield implications; focus for development will be on urban brownfield land, particularly located within Manchester, and Liverpool and their inner areas.

· Location of strategic employment sites:  regionally significant economic development will be located close to sustainable transport nodes within the urban areas of Manchester and Liverpool city regions, Greater Preston, Pennine Lancashire, Lancaster, Carlisle, Barrow-in-Furness and Workington and Whitehaven.

· Transport and other infrastructure requirements:  investment will be focused on transport corridors serving the conurbations and in particular on improving public transport networks in the Manchester and Liverpool city regions.  Emphasis will be placed on improving infrastructure, including digital connectivity.

· Regeneration opportunities:  urban regeneration will be focused on areas of need in the Manchester, Liverpool City Regions as well as Pennine Lancashire, Blackpool, Barrow-in-Furness and West Cumbria.

· Environment:  the option focuses principally upon the existing urban areas and their immediate environments, thereby minimizing any negative impacts upon the region’s most sensitive environments.  There will be significant scope for addressing the environmental profiles of urban areas and enhancing the quality of urban green infrastructure networks, which may help to relieve additional recreational pressures on European sites.  Concentration of development within the urban areas is likely to have implications for local air and water quality which may require significant investment in public transport and utilities infrastructure.  The impact of flood risk will also be a key consideration.  The Regional Flood Risk Appraisal, which is currently being produced, will inform this.

3.21
This is the option that focuses more than any other on Liverpool and Manchester.

3.22
Option 2 is characterized as responding most directly to opportunity.  The potential of rural areas begins to be recognized.  The detail given is as follows:


The option in more detail:

· Indicative housing distribution:  the option concentrates a high proportion of housing provision in and between the Liverpool and Manchester city regions (including Warrington and the northern parts of east and west Cheshire) (70%); in Greater Preston (Preston, Chorley, South Ribble) (10%); in Carlisle, Lancaster and Crewe (5%); and the rest of the region (15%).  Delivering the appropriate mix and distribution of new housing will be about much more than simply meeting housing targets.  Throughout the Northwest, housing growth would be delivered in locations to support economic growth thus widening the quality and diversity of the region’s housing offer, with a particular focus upon the provision of high-quality family housing, in order to attract and retain an internationally mobile workforce.  Creating viable and attractive sustainable communities will be a priority.

· Greenfield implications:  the development of brownfield sites would continue to be a priority.  However, some selective Greenfield development would be considered in sustainable locations for housing and employment to deliver a genuinely sustainable, diverse and high-quality housing offer.  Further work will be required to determine this.

· Brownfield implications:  there are substantial reserves of brownfield land suitable for development in the areas between Liverpool and Manchester.  Closer to the regional centres, brownfield land should be reclaimed for green infrastructure to mitigate climate change.

Whilst the recycling of previously developed land will continue to be a high priority within the region, there will be a diversification of end uses, with specific focus on the creation of urban green infrastructure networks.

· Location of strategic employment sites:  the existing distribution of strategic regional sites, together with other major development opportunities, is consistent with this option.  Housing growth would be concentrated near to these main employment opportunities.

· Transport and other infrastructure requirements:  the focus would be on public transport and park-and-ride in the core area, including the mid-Mersey area.  In line with the principles in the Eddington Report, this would focus transport investment in areas with higher economic potential, severe congestion and high aggregate accessibility.  In a time of restricted resources this will inevitably reduce resources for investment elsewhere, including rural road building  Further growth in the capacity of the region’s major international gateways – the Port of Liverpool and Liverpool and Manchester airports – may need to be supported by improved surface access and interchange arrangements.  Taken together this would improve reliability and tackle congestion in the main transport corridors.  There will be a requirement for significant investment in improving digital connectivity throughout the entire region.  Flood risk is an issue in parts of the area.  There is likely to be a shortfall of drainage, water and electricity capacity in certain locations.  Significant investment in digital infrastructure will be necessary to deliver the connectivity required to support the world-class applications to which business and consumers need access.

· Regeneration opportunities:  there will be a continued focus upon the physical and economic regeneration of those areas which suffer the deepest and most entrenched economic, social and environmental deprivation.

· Economic opportunities/implications:  the region’s key employment generators and assets are largely concentrated in Liverpool and Manchester and the area between them, including the main HEIs, the regional centres, private sector research and development, and the region’s principal ports and airports.

· Environment:  this option would focus development in areas with substantial brownfield resources and low environment constraints.   A reciprocal effort would protect and enhance critical environmental assets, including the Liverpool World Heritage Site and the Mersey Estuary SSSI/SPA/Ramsar sites.  There would be a greater focus upon increased urban green infrastructure, for amenity, value for money, sustainable drainage and ecological reasons, as well as to combat climate change by microclimate cooling amelioration.  Large scale environmental initiatives, including forestation and wetland creation, to improve the quality of open land as well as the urban environment, would be developed.  Concentration of development within the urban areas is likely to have implications upon local air and water quality which may require significant investment in public transport and utilities infrastructure.  The identification of a ‘preferred option’ will be informed by the outcomes of the Regional Flood Risk Appraisal currently being produced.

3.23

As a general principle a strategy where investment is very closely related to genuine opportunity is commendable.  However the problem seems to be that ‘opportunity’ is defined again as something ‘largely concentrated in Liverpool and Manchester’.


Rural opportunities are not recognized nor defined.

3.24
Option 3 is characterized as ‘protecting environmental resources and taking full advantage of environmental opportunities’.


The option appears to offer rural Lancashire the most benefit.  Improved digital connectivity is mentioned and the statement ‘access to training in rural areas would need to be considered’.  That too is encouraging although the implication that it would not form part of the other options is disturbing.


The detail of the option is:

· Indicative housing distribution:  the level of growth would need to be determined so that environmental limits would not be breached.  The majority of growth will be located in areas with large amounts of brownfield land in the city regions of Manchester and Liverpool and the Blackpool/Greater Preston/Pennine Lancashire conurbations.  This is not just about delivering housing numbers, but creating viable sustainable communities that people can live in.  There would also be  focus on refurbishing domestic properties to reduce the vacancy rate in dwellings to a minimum level.  Excellent low-carbon design and sustainable construction standards would be required in new housing development.  Well designed high-density housing would be supported.

· Greenfield implications:  Greenfield land would only be released to allow sustainable urban extensions, especially in areas of degraded landscape and in order to reduce the need to travel or overcome other environmental constraints i.e. flood risk.  Development would be predominantly focused on brownfield land.

· Brownfield implications:  focus for development would be on previously developed land.  Some brownfield land would be protected where this has an important recreational use or provides an important habitat.  Some brownfield land could also be reclaimed for green infrastructure to mitigate climatic change.

· Location of strategic employment sites:  regionally significant economic development would be located close to sustainable transport nodes within the urban areas of the Manchester and Liverpool city regions, the Blackpool/Greater Preston/Pennine Lancashire conurbations and Lancaster, Carlisle, Barrow-in-Furness and Workington and Whitehaven.

· Transport and other infrastructure requirements:  less emphasis would be placed on road building.  Instead, transport problems would be addressed through demand management measures, improvements to the public transport network and the promotion of walking and cycling.  Emphasis would be placed on improving infrastructure, including digital connectivity.  Any improvements in transport and other infrastructure would minimize impact on the environment.

· Regeneration opportunities:  regeneration would be focused on areas of need in both urban and rural areas and particularly where communities face significant environmental challenges.  Emphasis would be placed on improving the environmental quality of the most deprived areas.

· Economic opportunities/ implications:  limiting the amount of economic growth to ensure that impact on the environment is minimized may restrict the ability of the region to compete nationally and internationally.  

· Environment:  this option assumes that the need to protect environmental resources and enhance environmental quality is fundamental in preserving the character of the region and setting the acceptable scale of growth.

3.25
Option 4 is the regeneration of struggling areas option.


There is absolutely no chance of funding for Ribble Valley projects if this option is selected in total unless it is related to the Pennine Lancashire MAA.  This is the detail:

· Indicative housing distribution:  60% of all new housing provision (based on RSS) will be expected to take place in identified regeneration priority areas.  40% in other regional cities and towns in the first instance where urban brownfield capacity exists and can realistically be developed and then more widely to meet local needs.  This is not just about delivering housing numbers, but crating viable sustainable communities that people live in.

· Greenfield implications:  this option seeks to minimize the impact and need for additional Greenfield land release.

· Brownfield implications:  this option would maximize the use of existing stock, leading to a reduction in the vacant properties, and redevelopment of appropriate brownfield land.

· Location of strategic employment sites:  promote employment opportunities concentrated within urban conurbations, close to urban cores.

· Transport and other infrastructure requirements:  investment focused on improving access of deprived communities within identified regeneration priority areas to areas of economic opportunity.  Emphasis will be placed on improving infrastructure, including digital connectivity.

· Regeneration opportunities promoted across all regeneration priority areas.  Emphasis will be on quality and place-making to deliver successful, thriving places for peoples to live and invest in.  To deliver this, resources will be targeted on deprived communities in order to encourage sustainable cohesive communities.

· Environment:  this option focuses principally on existing urban areas thereby minimizing any negative impact upon the region’s most sensitive environments.  There will be significant scope for enhancing the quality of urban green infrastructure networks, which may contribute to the wider quality of places and provide additional recreational opportunities.  Concentration of development within the urban areas is likely to have implications upon local air and water quality which may require significant investment in public transport and utilities infrastructure.  The impact of flood risk 

· will also by a key consideration and will be informed by the emerging Regional Flood Risk Appraisal.

3.2.4
Selection of this option may help our Pennine Lancashire partners.  It will place a huge resource demand in the public purse.  Much more than the other three options.

4
FUTURE PROGRAMME

4.1
Responses will be considered and there will be a formal 12 week consultation period on a revised Part 1 in Summer 2010.

5
CONCLUSIONS

5.1
To a certain extent the Ribble Valley Borough Council response needs to be cautious because what is best for the Borough in isolation may not be best for our formal MAA partners.

5.2
However this consideration must not prevent us from identifying the real concerns that the documents as a whole does not recognize the needs of and economic opportunities offered by the rural north-west.  The authors of the document should be congratulated for publishing the ‘Rural Proofing’ report which identifies a number of flaws that must be addressed before the final version of Part 1 is published in the summer.

5.3
Section 3 incorporates my concerns but it is paragraph 3.7 in particular that forms the key response.

5.4
In relation to which option is best, there must be elements of each within a final strategy.  However public money will be extremely precious for the foreseeable future and as a consequence there must be greater care taken than ever that there are significantly beneficial outcomes for every pound invested.

6.
RISK ASSESSMENT

6.1
Financial


None as a result of this report.

6.2
Legal, Environmental and Technical


The status of the regional strategy may well change.

6.3
Political/reputational


Ribble Valley is part of Pennine Lancashire but has an economic, social and environmental profile that suggests that what is best for Pennine Lancashire as a whole may not necessarily be best for Ribble Valley.  Care will be needed to not be seen as an advocate for a strategic approach that hampers the regeneration objective of our MAA partners.

6.4
Equality and Diversity


None as a result of this report.

7.
RECOMMENDATIONS

7.1
Committee are recommended to authorize a consultation response based on the content of this report.
DIRECTOR OF DEVELOPMENT SERVICES
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RS 2010 Regional Strategy for England’s North West and all the supporting documentation.

For further information please ask for Stewart Bailey, extension  4491.

