CPRE South West 								January 2004





Comments on Trends and Challenges for the South West – key issues


for the future of the region


 


Sustainability and population growth - The Integrated Regional Strategy (IRS) and Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS) need to address the fundamental problem that the current pace of population growth and associated development in the region is unsustainable. 





Growth is double the national average rate, the fastest of any region, and putting pressure on all environmental resources  - green-field land, road space, water, waste, emissions, etc. It is fast eroding the rural quality of the region’s countryside – including having adverse repercussions for quality of life and the region’s economy. 





IRS and RSS therefore need to address the question ‘to what degree should the region be continuing to encourage continued net in-migration and associated development’. CPRE South West believes that there needs to be a substantial shift to slow the pace of development in the next plan period so as to address the longer term and cumulative environmental impact; and while in-migration is not easily limited, policies aimed at positively increasing it should be discontinued now.





Urban renaissance and self containment - This is especially the case in the face of the region’s current failure to deliver existing policy aimed at a more sustainable outcome – such as the failure to deliver Regional Planning Guidance (RPG10) policy focusing on urban renaissance, reducing the need to travel and reliance on the private car.





Quality of life - A new regional measure of prosperity is needed to take quality of life into account, the contribution made to it by the environment, and the contribution it makes to the economy. The regional economy needs to be uncoupled from assumptions of population and crude GDP growth, and greater emphasis given to skills, knowledge-base and added value. 





Delivery – A key underlying issue appears to be lack of ability to turn policy into practice to achieve more sustainable and environmentally friendly outcomes – hence our emphasis on environmental management training.





We cover the issue of sustainability and population growth in greater detail below. Otherwise we refer you to our comments on  Our environment: our future — towards a Regional Strategy for the South West Environment (Oct 2003), where we indicated that we are committed to ensuring a strong environmental input into the Integrated Regional Strategy & RSS and indicated the following priorities:





IRS and RSS to deal with unsustainable population growth issues; 


improved environmental input into the Regional Transport Strategy and its implementation;


a Regional Sustainable Energy Strategy and action plan; 


replacing GDP with a basket of measures to reflect quality of life;


environmental input into the practical delivery of urban renaissance;


the development and delivery of a number of whole-catchment management plans, covering a range of environmental land-management issues, from diffuse pollution to conservation of cultural landscapes;


a regional training plan for environmental management.





The implications of population change and the pace of development





In 2000 the RPG10 Panel commented: 





‘Nothing we heard at the Public Examination suggested that environmental constraints constituted an overall limit to the number of people the Region as a whole could accommodate. The Sustainability Appraisal …says: ‘we could not develop and defend an argument that the South West is ‘full up’ …’�





CPRE South West believes however that there is now evidence to challenge this. 





An Oxford Brooks report on the RPG10 process subsequently remarked:  





Only CPRE pointed out in its comments on the Proposed Changes that long term planning (beyond 2016) had been the aim in 1996, and this had been lost.�





The issues raised in the Trends and Challenges report frequently return to these key issues of population growth, the pace of development and concomitant pressures on waste, energy consumption, etc. 





RPG10 monitoring indicates that the South West has been the fastest growing of the English regions over the last 20 years with population growth due exclusively to net in-migration. We have hardly begun to turn the region towards urban renaissance and are still following a pattern of dispersed development. Road travel, energy use and waste are continuing to grow at unsustainable rates.





Quality of life and enjoyment of the countryside 





In addition CPRE monitoring indicates that damage is occurring to the special rural character of the region and hence to quality of life – something our members sometimes refer to as ‘creeping South East-ness’. Although the region is on average less densely populated than other regions of England, we cannot conversely simply assume that the region is not ‘full up’.





The South West has a special rural character compared to the rest of England of detailed enclosure landscapes, with networks of footpaths and quiet lanes, between closely spaced villages and market towns�. This clearly contributes to quality of life and is an attraction both for residents and visitors. It is a quality that is particularly susceptible to dispersed built development, traffic intrusion and associated noise and man-made visual clutter.





Tranquillity and quiet lanes - Our work on rural tranquillity showed a 20 per cent loss of tranquil areas in the region between the early 1960s and 1990s. Our projections of traffic on minor rural roads in the region over the next 30 years suggest nearly 100 per cent growth�. We can therefore expect continued loss of tranquillity and the ability to walk in safety and comfort on our smaller lanes if current policy continues.





Dark skies and light pollution - Our more recent work on light pollution shows a similar trend:





On average, the light shining upwards at night from each square kilometre in the South West has risen by 17 per cent in less than a decade.�





Erosion in the quality of our countryside is a crucial issue for sustainability, not simply for the environment, but in terms of loss of enjoyment for both the social and economic strands of sustainability. Clearly we need to address the pace of development if the region is not to suffer.





The housing figures





The housing figures for RPG10 that are driving continued population growth were developed from the Governments 1996 Population and Household projections (for structure plan areas). They used migration figures based on the period 91-96 and include assumptions about household size and its rate of decrease. 





The housing projections were then adjusted regionally, including for broad-brush job forecasts and labour market needs – to arrive at the final housing figures (which were not in fact much different from the national projection). Although PPG3 introduced ‘Plan, Monitor and Manage’ in 1999, the RPG10 housing numbers are still therefore essentially a ‘Predict and provide’ approach (with only an indicative target within that for affordable housing to meet local need).








The region therefore needs to move to a more sustainable policy-based approach to develop the housing numbers for RSS to avoid actively encouraging further net inmigration. Development of the housing numbers needs to be informed by more detailed ‘bottom-up’ information, such as local housing needs assessments, urban capacity studies and constraints mapping around the Principal Urban Areas (all required in RPG10, but not yet available) and key worker requirements for the specific business sectors identified in the Regional Economic Strategy (as opposed to the broad-brush approach to labour markets used in 1999). 





Other measures, such as full-cost economics (covering the full cost of infrastructure requirements, etc) also need to be considered for open market green-field housing - so that affordable housing to meet local need is placed at the heart of regional housing policy.





Indefinite growth is, as a matter of elementary physics, unsustainable and hence impossible. All must stop growing at some point; so the question of where the region wants to stop – what is the optimum population (as opposed to the “maximum”, whose attainment necessarily implies the lowest possible quality of life for the highest number of people) – must be addressed eventually. If not now, when? 








**************


� RPG10 Panel Report, 2000, Appendix D, para 44


� Preparation of regional Planning Guidance in the South West 1996-2001, Working paper 192, School of Planning, Oxford Brooks University


� Figure 10 in the Countryside Agency State of the Countryside 2003 (SW volume 2002) elegantly illustrates this different character: 35 per cent of our enclosure boundaries are hedgebanks (the nearest rival is the North East with less than 5 per cent). 





� Traffic trauma or tranquillity, 1999


� Extract from letter to South West Regional Assembly members, October 2003  
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