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GROWING PAINS?
HOW TO DEVELOP THE REGIONAL ECONOMY WITHOUT WRECKING THE SOUTH WEST

‘It would be crazy to deliberately accelerate the rate of economic development in the South West when it is already the fastest growing of the English regions.’ [1]

This is the view of the Campaign to Protect Rural England’s [2] South West Regional Chairman Roger Martin, commenting today on the publication of CPRE’s review [3] of the draft Regional Economic Strategy (RES).

NOTES TO EDITORS

A summary of the key points from CPRE’s new research on the economic future of the South West is attached.

Consultation by the Regional Development Agency on the draft RES (which will shape the South West’s economic development over the next 10 years) closes on Friday, 9 December. [4]

In the review for CPRE economic consultant, Chris Elton [5], recommends that above-trend growth should not be pursued for its own sake. Instead he proposes a more discerning approach with greater focus on improving the quality of life: 

· priority should be given to reducing differences in prosperity, including social well-being;

· options should be developed that reflect local need and locally distinctive contributions;

· the full potential, from developing skills and access to employment, should be recognised;

· costs of physical and social infrastructure should be set out.

Mr Martin continued:

‘Above-trend economic growth in the region requires even higher rates of population and housing growth (currently twice the national average). It carries a high environmental cost – each additional person, after all, needs more building land, road space, water and energy and produces more waste. But the countryside – the South West’s most precious asset – is already being damaged at an alarming rate. [6] 

‘Of course some in-migration is bound to continue. We should therefore aim to manage change, not fuel growth; concentrate on making good use of and improving the skills of local people; and ensure that change benefits rather than harms local communities and the environment.

Roger Martin concluded:

‘We know that all futures are uncertain and nothing can go on growing forever. We want distinctive options to be developed for the region, that can be properly tested for the impact on the environment and changing situations. What would happen, for instance, to the region’s economy with oil at $100 a barrel and rising – with its implications for energy and transport costs, agriculture, tourism and so on? We know it will happen one day; we just don’t know when. 

- END -

NOTES FOR EDITORS
1. The 2001 census shows the population of the South West region rose by 547,100 from 4,381,400 in mid-1981, a rise of 12.5% compared with 5% nationally.

2. CPRE exists to promote the beauty, tranquillity and diversity of rural England by encouraging the sustainable use of land and other natural resources in town and country. We promote positive solutions for the long-term future of the countryside to ensure change values its natural and built environment. Our Patron is Her Majesty The Queen. We have 60,000 supporters, a branch in every county, nine regional groups, over 200 local groups and a national office in London. CPRE is a powerful combination of effective local action and strong national campaigning. Our President is Sir Max Hastings.

3. Influencing the scale and pace of development in the South West to achieve the most sustainable outcome - a review of the draft RES is published by CPRE today; an executive summary is attached. The full phase one and phase two reports can be found on our web site www.cpresouthwest.org.uk under ‘Our work’/‘Economy’. The work included a preliminary analysis for the South West of the findings of the Commission on Sustainable Development in the South East: Sustainable development in the South East (July 2005). The final report: executive summary states that:

‘The challenge facing the South East is to increase employment rates in its less prosperous areas and among older workers and groups disadvantaged in the labour market.  If it can meet this challenge, significantly higher levels of housing growth - above those set out in the South East plan: consultation draft - cannot be justified on the basis that otherwise there would be significant negative implications for the South East's economy.’ 

The work we have commissioned should also be seen in the context of CPRE’s overall policy work to achieve a more sustainable approach to the economy and housing - including support for a basket of measures for prosperity that adequately reflect quality of life and the contribution that the environment makes to it.

4. The draft Regional Economic Strategy and full details of the current consultation can be found on the Regional Development Agency’s web site www.southwestrda.org.uk.

5. Chris Elton is undertaking doctoral research on rural policy at Sheffield Hallam University, and in 2001-2004 was Director of Policy and Strategy at the South West Regional Assembly.

6. The House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee report on Housing: Building a Sustainable Future (February 2005) and the DEFRA Study into the Environmental Impacts of Increasing the Supply of Housing in the UK it refers to (April 2004) outline the potential environmental costs of high levels of new housing development: energy consumption, CO2 emissions, aggregate consumption, increased waste production, road traffic growth, loss of environmental capital through urban extension, etc.  To this list we would add, from our own CPRE monitoring, rapidly growing light pollution (17% increase in nine years in the South West) and loss of tranquillity (20% loss in 30 years in the South West).
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