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Levett-Therivel is an ethical sustainability consultancy that develops policy and 
management tools that improve the environment and people’s quality of life. We 
specialise in sustainability policy, strategic environmental assessment (SEA), 
sustainability appraisal (SA) and Habitats Regulation Assessment. We (co-)authored 
several key guidance documents on how to implement the European SEA Directive in 
the UK. We have advised a wide range of organisations on SA/SEA, including the 
governments of Austria, Ghana, Iceland, Iran and Iceland; the Scottish Executive; 
Countryside Council for Wales; (former) Office of the Deputy Prime Minister; Department 
for Transport; Ministry of Defence; and a wide range of UK local authority planning 
departments. We have been involved in SA/SEAs of Regional Spatial Strategies or 
associated strategies for the East of England, London, South East, South West and 
Yorkshire and the Humber regions.  
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SUMMARY 
 
Background 
 
Levett-Therivel was commissioned by the Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE), 
Friends of the Earth England and WWF-UK to review the Regional Spatial Strategies 
(RSSs) and Regional Economic Strategies (RESs) of the nine English regions. The aim 
was to determine whether English regions are delivering environmental sustainability. 
 
Findings 
 
This study has found that all the RSSs seek to promote a number of important goals for 
environmental sustainability. These include reducing the need to travel, protecting water 
resources, encouraging energy efficiency, promoting renewable energy, and protecting 
biodiversity. Capable and committed people – regional and local government members 
and officers and others - have spent a great deal of effort making their RSSs as 
sustainable as possible. 
 
However the resulting regional strategies are not environmentally sustainable.  
 
We applied three tests. The first of these was whether each RSS promotes ‘living within 
environmental limits’, one of the five pillars of the Government’s sustainable 
development strategy. Secondly whether their sustainability appraisals said that they 
were environmentally sustainable; and thirdly, interviews were held with key people 
involved in developing and appraising the RSSs. All three gave the same answer: that 
despite many good policies and good intentions, overall none of the RSSs come close to 
ensuring that development is environmentally sustainable. Particularly problematic 
policies include those on airport growth, road infrastructure, and water resources. In 
many cases, environmentally sustainable policies (e.g. on reducing the need to travel) 
were cancelled out by unsustainable ones (e.g. on new roads). Our research suggests 
that, together, the RSSs could have a significant cumulative negative impact on some 
environmental resources. The negative impacts of one RSS are not cancelled out by 
positive impacts of another RSS. 
 
Our more limited study of RESs reached a similar conclusion. All the RESs now 
encourage businesses to improve their environmental performance, especially in terms 
of reducing energy use and carbon emissions. RESs also recognise environmental 
technologies as a business opportunity to be developed. Some have impressive 
programmes to support these aims. But they all deal with the environment within an 
economic development framework. They treat environmental protection as a source of 
business challenges and opportunities, not as a prerequisite for any lasting social or 
economic progress, and therefore as something which must ultimately constrain 
economic development. And, as with the RSSs, the environmental good intentions are 
too often negated by policies to promote increases in unsustainable activities, notably air 
and road travel. 
 
The underlying reason is the same in both cases. The Government has set important 
and valuable national policies to promote environmental sustainability. All the RSSs and 
RESs acknowledge these, and the best ones enact and promote national sustainability 
policies enthusiastically and resourcefully at a regional level. But the Government also 
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promotes a range of policies and programmes which undermine sustainability. All the 
RSSs and RESs have to promote these too. Regional strategies are expected to 
conform with national government policy, but this is often contradictory. For instance, 
airports are expected to expand and carbon dioxide emission levels are expected to go 
down.   
 
Many regional politicians and officers we have spoken to are acutely aware of the 
problem and recognise the need to make tough choices between incompatible 
objectives. But regional strategies have very limited authority and powers either to 
derogate from national policies or intervene more broadly to alter behaviour or fiscal 
regimes. Unable to resolve the contradictions, regional strategies often end up carrying 
them forward, with patently incompatible policies and aspirations presented in adjacent 
paragraphs or even sentences. This might suggest that the authors are either unaware 
of the contradictions or are seeking to mislead readers. We think that at least some of 
the time the logical incoherence should be seen as a cry for help. 
 
Many factors contribute to this lack of environmental sustainability: 

• RSSs and RESs have only a limited remit. They cannot require behavioural 
change or alter fiscal regimes, for example. 

• Regional Assemblies have a limited and possibly shrinking remit. For instance, 
the Government’s New Growth Point initiative essentially bypasses the RSS 
planning process; 

• Sub-regional policies seem to be developed in a bottom-up, bargaining manner, 
with different sub-regions competing for prestige projects and funding for 
infrastructure. This typically leads to sub-regional policies that are less 
environmentally sustainable than the region-wide policies. 

• Regional planners feel that they cannot unilaterally promote tough, 
environmentally sustainable measures for fear of becoming economically 
uncompetitive vis-a-vis other regions.  

• Generally, the UK’s pro-growth paradigm means that unsustainable options are 
still often more profitable for companies and cheaper for consumers than more 
sustainable alternatives. Planning has the least ‘traction’ in places where there is 
the lowest opportunity for profit, and therefore the least room to impose extra 
costs on developers before they decide the game is not worth the candle. 
Regional strategies aren't strong enough to be more than a minor obstacle or 
irritant in this paradigm.   

 
Sustainability appraisals (SAs) are meant to help ensure that regional strategies are 
environmentally sustainable, but in practice they have a limited, tweaking role at best. 
This is primarily because planners don’t have to take the findings of SA on board: they 
merely need to ‘take account’ of the SA. However SA practice is further weakened by 
not testing regional strategies’ impacts against tough, quantitative targets and often 
testing the intent rather than likely implementation of strategies. The assessment of sub-
regional strategies is devolved to sub-regional planners who do a variable job of it at 
best. In general, there is a lack of really critical assessment.
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Recommendations 
 
The following would help to improve the environmental sustainability of RSSs and RESs: 
 
Action by the Government

1. The Government should either give a clear hierarchy of priorities – with climate 
change a top imperative – to provide rules for regional planners to interpret and 
implement their policies; or formally allow regions to establish these priorities. 
This should be achieved through a review of its planning policy statement 
PPS11: Regional Spatial Strategies to establish the hierarchy of priorities and 
give clear guidance on when and how regions can depart from national policy. 
Alternatively, Regional Assemblies could be given the powers and resources to 
establish their own priorities. 

2. Clearer and more unambiguous support for regional-level planners, particularly 
those of the Regional Planning Bodies, should be provided by the Government. 
Examples of not providing this support are the New Growth Point initiative and 
the decision about where to locate the first super-casino. Mechanisms should be 
established to ensure that relevant government departments and bodies work 
with regional planners. This could be a role for an enhanced Regional 
Coordination Unit within the Department for Communities and Local Government 
(DCLG). 

3. The Secretary of State should identify any cumulative negative impacts of the 
RSSs and put in place measures to counter them. Alternatively, regions should 
be allowed to derogate from national policy if they can show that, in combination 
with other regions, their regional strategies will have a significant negative impact 
on sustainability or delay the time when sustainable policies and practice will be 
in place. Proper resourcing of, and a clearly defined remit for, the Regional 
Coordination Unit (as suggested by the recent report of the Communities and 
Local Government Committee [2007]) would assist with the identification of 
cumulative impacts. The Sustainable Development Commission should be given 
a clear role to assess cumulative impacts and propose measures to counter 
them. 

4. We are not aware of any national-level actions to ensure that RSSs are 
consistent with one another. The Secretary of State should establish a 
mechanism to ensure that this is the case. Again, proper resourcing of the 
Regional Coordination Unit could address this. Greater scrutiny of the work of 
Regional Assemblies (RAs) and Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) by 
Parliament may also be needed. 

5. Government guidance should confirm that the role of sustainability appraisal (SA) 
consultants is that of independent assessor and (at Examinations in Public [EiP]) 
independent expert witnesses, not lobbyists who act on behalf of plan authors. A 
full review of practice of SA with respect to regional plans and updating of the 
guidance in PPS11 is required. The review of PPS11 should also include 
clarification of the SA consultants’ role. 

 
Action by Regional Assemblies and RDAs

6. Regional strategies should more clearly identify, focus on, and manage for 
regional-level objectives and problems. The Communities and Local Government 
Committee report (2007) stated that ’real change will require the devolution of 
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real power’. Regional Assemblies need the powers and resources to be able to 
focus on distinctive regional issues and deliver their policy objectives. 

7. Regional planners should focus more on the development, content, and 
environmental sustainability of sub-regional strategies/policies. Again this is 
partly a resourcing issue. Regional Planning Bodies do not currently have the 
resources to work with sub-regional stakeholders in a way which ensures that 
sub-regional strategies fully integrate with the RSS. Stakeholders themselves 
also need adequate resources to fully engage in the plan making process. 
Allocation of resources for this should be made to Regional Assemblies and local 
authorities via the Comprehensive Spending Review. 

8. Regional Assemblies and RDAs should subject the SAs of their strategies to an 
independent review to ensure their rigour and independence. This is a role that 
could be fulfilled by the Sustainable Development Commission, or jointly by the 
Environment Agency and Natural England. 

9. Regional Assemblies and RDAs should be required to justify non-compliance 
with major SA recommendations. This should be addressed in the review of 
PPS11. 

 
Action by sustainability appraisal practitioners 

10. SA frameworks should include a limited number of centrally agreed, quantitative, 
truly sustainable objectives; where qualitative judgments are unavoidable. A 
clear, consistent approach which all regions have to follow should be promoted.   
SA frameworks for regional strategies should focus on region-specific issues and 
problems in particular. 

11. The SA of sub-regional strategies and policies should be as rigorous as those for 
regional-level policies. 

12. The level of detail of SAs should be proportional to the detail of plan. 
13. There should be clearer guidance on how SEAs can be integrated in SA. 
14. SA consultants could be required to include in their SA report a letter to the EiP 

panel making recommendations for the EiP to consider any areas where it is 
concerned that SA recommendations have not been taken on board. The panel 
could be required to consider this in choosing matters to discuss. Furthermore, 
the consultants’ remit could include a clause requiring them to attend the EiP if 
the panel required it, with the planning body paying for this attendance. 

Updating government guidance on SA combined with adequate funding through the 
current Spending Review to make sure that Regional Planning Bodies and sub-
regional stakeholders are properly resourced and directed could address these 
issues. There is also a role for the Planning Inspectorate in making best use of SA 
reports and promoting best practice. 
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1. INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY 
 
 
1.1 Environmental sustainability 
 
Levett-Therivel was commissioned by the Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE), 
Friends of the Earth England and WWF-UK to review the spatial and economic 
strategies of England’s nine regions and their sustainability appraisals. The aim was to 
determine whether England’s regions are delivering environmental sustainability.   
 
Living within environmental limits is one of the five pillars of the UK’s sustainable 
development strategy (HM Government, 2005). The strategy notes that ‘for a policy to be 
sustainable, it must respect all five of these principles’. 
 
At the very start of PPS11 (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister [ODPM], 2004) it states 
that a RSS is expected to ’contribute to the achievement of sustainable development’.  
Similarly, the RDAs have a statutory duty to ‘contribute to sustainable development in 
the UK where it is relevant to its region’. The Department of Trade and Industry’s (DTI) 
(2005) guidance on the development of the RDAs’ RESs notes early on that RESs ‘must 
be based on sustainable development principles’. To be consistent with Government 
policy RSSs and RESs therefore need to help ensure development respects 
environmental limits.   
 
This project concentrates on environmental sustainability for the simple and compelling 
reason that living within environmental limits – especially, but not only, maintaining 
climate security – is a precondition for any social or economic benefits to last for more 
than the short term. In any case there need be no conflict between living within 
environmental limits and improving the quality of life (see section 1.3 below).  
 
 
1.2 Methodology 
 
The research involved four stages.   
 
1. Agreeing review criteria 
 
Review criteria were proposed and agreed for: 

• how well RSSs and RESs promote and implement the three big goals of 
environmental sustainability: living within environmental limits, sustainable 
consumption and production, and reducing climate change; and 

• how well SA/SEAs identify, describe and propose mitigation for the three 
goals of environmental sustainability.   

 
This report distinguishes actual environmental limits from limits and targets put forward 
in government policy because the latter are often tempered by what politicians believe is 
feasible and in their electorate’s short-term interests. Table 1.1 shows examples of the 
environmental limits assumed in this report to be truly environmentally sustainable. They 
are divided into response indicators that RSSs and RESs could be expected to directly 
implement, and state indicators that they would be helping to support through the 
responses. Important qualitative indicators of environmental quality (such as tranquillity 
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and landscape character) were not used in this study but should be considered in any 
comprehensive assessment of the environmental capacity and limits of an area. Such 
qualitative factors were taken into account in the pioneering study of the environmental 
capacity of Chester carried out by English Heritage and others (1995). 
 
Table 1.1 Actual environmental sustainability limits used in this report 
Indicator ‘True’ environmental sustainability limits 
State/outcome indicators 
carbon dioxide emissions reduce by 60% (minimum) 
water resources stay within the region’s capacity, with no negative 

impacts on biodiversity 
biodiversity improve on current levels (with a significant improvement 

for certain species/habitats) 
sustainability generally Use ecological footprint, One Planet Living, or carrying 

capacity as indicators 
Response/input indicators 
management of air transport reduce from current levels: ‘By 2030, emissions from 

aviation could amount to about a quarter of the UK’s 
total greenhouse gas emissions’ (UK Government, 2005)

management of road 
transport 

reduce traffic levels sharply from current levels 

building standards incorporate zero carbon emission dwellings, water 
neutrality etc 

generation of renewable 
energy  

provide for the region’s energy through renewable 
sources and decentralisation of energy supply through 
support for small scale generation 

planning for water 
resources 

stay within the region’s capacity with no need for extra 
infrastructure or imports 

protection of designated 
biodiversity and landscape 
areas 

fully protect these areas and enhance where currently 
degraded 

 
 
2.  Reviewing RSSs, RESs and SA 
 
Each region’s RSS and RES was reviewed, as well as the SA/SEAs for the RSSs.  We 
have focused on the original full versions of RSSs and RESs prepared by Regional 
Assemblies, which were completed by December 2006. That is the default position in 
this report. Where the RSS has gone to inquiry and had modifications proposed by the 
Government Office (e.g. East of England, and at the time of writing also North East), 
then reference to these modifications is made separately.  
 
To keep the work manageable, we have not analysed the SA/SEAs of the RESs.  RESs 
have a less consistent and formal structure than RSSs (for instance, they typically do not 
have distinct policies). Their SA/SEAs are also more variable and thus less easy to 
review and compare. Analysing the SA/SEAs could have shed some additional light on 
the environmental sustainability of the RESs, but overall we believe that the main 
messages of this report still hold true.  
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We have also not considered RSS Implementation Plans or the SA/SEA of these plans.  
Implementation Plans are important vehicles for delivering the RSSs. They can help to 
strengthen policies by specifying how, when, and by whom they will be delivered. 
Implementation Plans can help to ensure that potentially conflicting RSS policies are 
implemented in a complementary manner (or the converse); and thus implicitly prioritise 
some RSS policies over others. Analysing Implementation Plans and their SA/SEAs 
could thus give different results from those in this report (it could also reinforce our 
results further).   
 
Links to the electronic versions of the RSSs, RESs and SA/SEAs are given in the 
reference section on page 68.   
 
 
3.  Interviewing RSS and sustainability experts 
 
Seven people closely involved in the development of RSSs and their SAs were 
interviewed. Boxes 1.1 and 1.2 show the interview questions asked. We offered 
anonymity to the interviewees, to allow their answers to be as candid as possible. Most 
of them actively requested anonymity, and some were quite nervous about ensuring that 
their answers really could not be traced back to them. All were given the opportunity to 
review our notes from the interviews.   
 
We are very grateful to all the interviewees for their frank, interesting and often heartfelt 
answers. The interviews suggest that there is, as one interviewee phrased it, a real 
’elephant in the living room’ which nobody is really tackling.   
 
 
4.   Analysing the findings of the interviews and document reviews and writing a report.   
 
This report is structured as follows: 
 
Chapter 2 discusses, from three different perspectives, whether RSSs are 
environmentally sustainable.   
 
Chapter 3 considers factors that constrain the environmental sustainability of RSSs. 
 
Chapter 4 looks at constraints on the SA/SEA of RSSs and why they are not having 
more of an impact on regional policy-making. 
 
Chapter 5 assesses the sustainability of the RESs. 
 
Chapter 6 makes recommendations for improvements to the RSS and RES development 
process and to SA/SEA. 
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Box 1.1  Interview questions for planning officers 

• Do you feel that the RSS is environmentally sustainable? 

• What factors influenced the environmental sustainability of the RSS? 

• Did the development of the region-wide policies differ significantly from the sub-
regional policies? 

• Are the region-wide policies different from the sub-regional policies in terms of 
their environmental sustainability? If so, how and why? 

• How influential was the SA/SEA in the development of the RSS? 

• What was the most/least helpful part of the SA/SEA process? 

• What would you do similarly/differently the next time around? 

• What would need to be done differently to get a truly environmentally sustainable 
RSS? 

 
 

Box 1.2  Interview questions for consultants 

• Do you feel that the RSS is environmentally sustainable?   

• What key factors influenced the environmental sustainability (or not) of the RSS?  

• Do you feel that the evolution of the RSS's sub-regional policies was different 
from that of the main policies? Are sub-regional policies more or less 
environmentally sustainable than the main policies?  

• Did the SA of the sub-regional policies happen differently from that of the main 
policies?  

• How influential did you feel the SA was in making the RSS more environmentally 
sustainable?    

• What would you do similarly/differently the next time around?    

• What would need to be different to get a truly environmentally sustainable RSS?   

 
 
1.3 Wellbeing and environmental sustainability 
 
This brief subsection argues that the report’s focus on environmental limits is consistent 
with a concern for human wellbeing. Where this report advocates greater emphasis on 
environmental objectives at the expense of the pursuit of economic growth through 
competition and globalisation, this is likely to improve human wellbeing rather than 
undermine it. (The argument is set out more fully in our 2005 think piece on sustainable 
rural communities for the Commission for Rural Communities.)   
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The Cabinet Office Strategy Unit’s (2002) report Life satisfaction: the state of knowledge 
and implications for government includes Figure 1.1 below. This suggests that the 
economic growth that has taken place in recent decades in the UK has not improved life 
satisfaction at all. 
 
Wellbeing literature reports consistently that people’s level of satisfaction with their lives 
(which we take as a proxy for quality of life) depends heavily on matters such as positive 
health (which is not the same thing as just freedom from sickness or good access to 
sickness treatment services), and rich and secure personal relationships (and the time, 
energy and opportunity to nurture them). Levels of satisfaction also depend on 
engagement in constructive and challenging activities in collaboration with other people 
(whether paid work or community / voluntary action), and respect, confidence in the 
future, and feeling oneself part of a fair, equal, well administered and democratic society. 
 
Figure 1.1 UK gross domestic product (GDP) and life satisfaction 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Source: Cabinet Office 2002) 
 
 
This implies that communities with higher levels of life satisfaction would not necessarily 
be ones with high incomes or growth rates, but ones where, in general, people: 

• had occupations which were comfortably but not excessively challenging; enabling 
them to exercise creativity, develop and apply skills and rise to challenges while 
retaining a sense of being in control and not being overstressed; 

• had fairly similar incomes, with neither poverty nor extreme wealth;  
• had good opportunities to co-operate with others in sporting, cultural and other 

community and voluntary activities – and time and energy  to do so; 
• had fulfilling personal relationships and friendships – and (again) enough time and 

energy to keep them ‘in good repair’; 
• got a healthy amount of exercise as part of their normal routine; and, 
• were not subject to uncertainty, insecurity and disruptive change. 
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In an extraordinary stroke of luck, the same changes that would improve life satisfaction 
would also reduce environmental consumption. Communities in which most people were 
able to do most of their work, study, socialise and enjoy recreation activities within 
walking or cycling range of home; where most occupations were producing goods and 
services of direct and obvious use to local people; where most food and other primary 
produce was grown and harvested nearby; where local community and co-operative 
activities were rich and varied; and where everyone was comfortably off but nobody 
dramatically wealthier, could give most people more satisfying lives than they enjoy at 
present and dramatically reduce environmental resource throughput.   
 
There is thus no intrinsic or necessary inconsistency between living within environmental 
limits and improving the quality of life. The apparent conflict only comes when economic 
growth, driven by private consumer choices, is assumed to represent quality of life. 
 
This opens up the exciting possibility for policy makers to use each side of the 
sustainability equation to trigger and enable progress on the other. Environmental 
imperatives now require us to reduce damaging consumption at a daunting rate. Life 
satisfaction enables us to argue that reducing this consumption can give us a better 
quality of life too. Reconciling the two aims means improving the eco-efficiency of quality 
of life – that is, reducing the amount of environmental consumption and damage people 
need to do to get what they want in their lives. This includes decoupling quality of life 
from economic consumption as well as decoupling economic activity from environmental 
damage. The latter is the focus of current policy, notably the UK sustainable 
development strategy Securing the Future. Figure 1.2 shows that such decoupling has, 
over the last 30 years, prevented significant further increases in the UK’s ecological 
footprint but not reduced it. 
 
 
Figure 1.2 UK Economic growth and footprint 

 
Source: WWF  
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1.4 Strengthening regional strategies 
 
It takes several years for plans to start having effects – longer than the still new system 
of RSSs and RESs has been in place. The system of annual monitoring set up to 
support regional strategies will soon start to show whether RSSs and RESs are actually 
helping to achieve environmental sustainability.  
 
In the meanwhile, this report concludes that changes are needed to make regional 
strategies environmentally sustainable. Although it is possible that regional strategies will 
be implemented in a manner that does resolve their seemingly contradictory policies in 
an environmentally sustainable manner, there are three reasons why we don’t have the 
luxury of simply waiting and seeing; why we need to put the precautionary principle in 
place and strengthen rather than scrap the existing regional planning system:   
 

1. the need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions is too urgent;  
2. if we get locked into unsustainable patterns of development now, we would be 

living with its effects for decades; and  
3. the Government hasn’t even waited to see what effects its major 2004 planning 

reforms have had before commissioning the Barker Review, which is building 
momentum for weakening what we have.   

 
We need to defend and strengthen the regional planning system now. If we wait for 
clearer evidence of its benefits it will be too late - we will have been prevented from 
having them. 
 
Although this report is often critical of existing regional strategies, it does not imply that 
RSSs and RESs should be scrapped: rather the opposite. We can’t just write regional 
planning off as a bad job because we desperately need genuinely sustainable 
communities where people can enjoy a good quality of life at the same time as 
consuming far fewer natural resources. The recent UNICEF (2007) report on child 
welfare suggests that we need to improve quality of life in the UK across the board, not 
just materially, and that more ‘business as usual’ will not do this. G.K. Chesterton once 
noted that ‘Christianity has not been tried and found wanting. It has been found difficult 
and not tried’. One could say the same about regional planning or sustainable 
development. The only sensible response to these weaknesses of planning is to 
strengthen, not further weaken, it.   
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2. ARE THE REGIONAL SPATIAL STRATEGIES 
ENVIRONMENTALLY SUSTAINABLE? 
 
2.1 Introduction 
 
PPS11 states that RSSs should: 

’provide a broad development strategy for the region for a fifteen to twenty year 
period. The following matters should be taken into account: 

• identification of the scale and distribution of provision for new housing;  
• priorities for the environment, such as countryside and biodiversity 

protection; and  
• transport, infrastructure, economic development, agriculture, minerals 

extraction and waste treatment and disposal.’ (ODPM, 2004) 
 
This section considers how environmentally sustainable the RSSs are from three 
perspectives: 

1. Do they support living within ‘true’ environmental limits (see Table 1.1)? (2.2) 
2. Do their sustainability appraisals say that they are environmentally sustainable? 

(2.3) 
3. Do people involved in the development and appraisal of RSSs believe that they 

are environmentally sustainable? (2.4) 
  
 
2.2 Do the Regional Spatial Strategies support living within ‘true’ environmental 
limits? 
 
Many regional planners are making valiant efforts to ensure that their RSSs are as 
environmentally sustainable as is possible. Particularly notable is the draft South 
West Plan, which begins with four tough sustainable development policies. The first of 
these, on ecological footprints, is shown in full at Box 2.1. The South East Plan has a 
similar, though slightly less ambitious policy: ‘the Regional Assembly will promote 
measures that seek to stabilise the South East’s ecological footprint by 2016, and to 
reduce the ecological footprint during the second half of the Plan period’ (policy CC3).   
 
Other extracts from RSS policies that promote environmental sustainability are: 

• ’ensure that... housing development is built at the highest possible net density 
commensurate with an assessment of the character of the locality’ (East of 
England, policy SS16); 

• ’...ensuring that all urban extensions that require an Environmental Impact 
Assessment are operationally ‘carbon neutral’’ (East Midlands, policy 3); 

• ’... from 2001 to 2011 to: reduce weekday traffic by 15 per cent in central London; 
achieve zero growth across the rest of inner London; reduce growth in outer 
London by a third, and seek zero growth in outer London town centres’ (London, 
policy 3C.16); 

• ’return key biodiversity resources to viable levels’ (North East, policy 35); 
• ’development should protect and enhance the quality of life and should not result 

in a net loss of any of the key benefits and services’ (North West, policy DP1); 
• ‘ensure that abstraction from watercourses and aquifers does not exceed 

sustainable levels’ (West Midlands, policy QE9); 
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• ’help to meet the Region’s target to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by at least 
20% below 1990 levels by 2010 and 25% below 1990 levels by 2015’ (Yorkshire 
and Humber, policy YH2). 

 
Box 2.1 South West RSS policy on ecological footprint 

‘SD1.  The Ecological Footprint 
The region’s Ecological Footprint will be stabilised and then reduced by: 

• Ensuring that development respects environmental limits 
• Requiring the wise use of natural resources and reducing the consumption of key 

resources such as energy, water and minerals 
• Building a sustainable, low carbon and low resource consuming economy which 

can be secured within environmental limits to bring prosperity and well-being to 
all parts of the region 

• Requiring sustainable construction and design as the norm in all future 
development and when opportunities arise, improving the region’s existing 
building stock in line with current best practice 

• Minimising the need to travel by better alignment of jobs, homes and services, 
reducing the reliance on the private car by improved public transport and 
effective planning of future development, and a strong demand management 
regime applied in the region’s main centres in particular 

• Requiring a shift towards the more sustainable modes of transport 
• Meeting national and regional targets relating to renewable energy, resource 

consumption/ extraction and waste production/ recycling 

Local authorities, regional agencies and others will include policies and proposals in their 
strategies, plans and programmes to assess how all new developments, regeneration 
areas and major refurbishments contribute to stabilising and reducing the region’s 
ecological footprint.’ 

 
However these are the most positive aspects of the strategies. RSSs are, on the whole, 
not particularly environmentally sustainable. Using the criteria from Table 1.1 as the test 
of environmental sustainability, Table 2.1 below summarises the environmental 
sustainability of the RSSs. Appendix A explains the reasons behind the scores.   
 
Table 2.1 shows that the RSSs are not dealing with any of the topics analysed in a 
truly environmentally sustainable manner. Only in a very few cases do regions seem 
to both aim for true sustainability and put some delivery measures in place. Particularly 
prevalent are RSS policies that aim for improvements over current sustainability levels 
but whose delivery measures are limited or whose sustainability benefits are 
counterbalanced by other, unsustainable policies. Even the best regions do not come 
close to achieving full environmental sustainability. 
 
All the regions have an unsustainable approach to air travel because they are 
required to use the Government’s Air Transport White Paper (Department for Transport, 
2003) as a basis.  The White Paper promotes increased air travel and airport expansion 
as a way of delivering economic growth. 
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Table 2.1 Environmental sustainability of RSSs, using limits from Table 1.1 
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East of England 1 2 3 3 4 3 3 1 
East Midlands 1 1 4 4 4 3 4 3 
London 1 4 5 3 4 2 3 2 
North East 1 1 4 3 4 1 4 1 
North West 1 1 4 3 4 3 4 4 
South East 1 2 4 4 4 3 3 4 
South West 1 2 5 4 4 3 4 3 
West Midlands 1 2 3 3 3 3 3 1 
Yorkshire & Humber 1 2 3 4 4 3 3 1 

 
Key: 
test used to assess RSS  example (see Appendix A) 
aims for true environmental sustainability 
targets/limits and puts in place adequate 
measures to deliver them (6 points) 

n/a 

aims for true environmental sustainability 
targets but delivery measures are limited 
(5 points) 

new and refurbished buildings should achieve 
BREEAM and Eco-homes very good standard, or at 
least Level 3 above minimum building standards in 
the Code for Sustainable Homes. Larger scale 
developments should meet Level 5 of the Code for 
Sustainable Homes, including carbon neutrality 

aims for improvement over current levels 
or stronger measures than national 
standards; and puts in place adequate 
measures to deliver them (4 points) 

the region’s ecological footprint should be stabilised 
and then reduced through increased resource 
efficiency in new and existing development and 
behavioural change   

aims for improvements over current 
levels but delivery measures are limited 
or contains contradictory policies whose 
impacts are likely to cancel each other 
out (3 points) 

recognises ‘the limits to the capacity of the 
environment to accept further development without 
irreversible damage’ and promotes monitoring of 
environmental infrastructure ’to ensure that its 
capacity to accommodate change is not breached’ 

accepts that things will get worse but 
makes an attempt to reduce the degree 
to which they do or contains 
contradictory policies whose total 
impacts are likely to be somewhat 
negative (2 points) 

encourages the demand for environmental goods and 
services 

accepts that things will get worse and 
makes little or no attempt to improve 
environmental sustainability (1 point) 

airport growth is supported to the maximum capacity 
of existing runways 
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Most regions’ approach to road traffic is almost by definition internally conflicting, with 
policies that that are environmentally sustainable being counterbalanced by others that 
are not. RSSs must include Regional Transport Strategies (RTSs), which in turn are 
expected to provide, among other things: 

• ’guidance on priorities for managing and improving the trunk road network, and 
local roads of regional or sub-regional importance; a strategic framework for 
public transport that identifies measures to improve accessibility to jobs and key 
services... improves travel choice, improves access for those without a car....’ 

• ‘guidance on the strategic context for local demand management measures’ 
(ODPM, 2004). 

This list itself raises problems of consistency. Improving the trunk road network is very 
likely to lead to increased road traffic (Standing Advisory Committee on Trunk Road 
Assessment, 1994), cancelling out any gains made by demand management measures 
and improved public transport. The Eddington Transport Study (HM Treasury, 2006) 
found that a well-targeted national road pricing scheme would reduce the economic case 
for additional strategic road infrastructure by about 80%. 
 
Negative policies from one region are not being counteracted by positive policies from 
other regions. The RSSs are having a significant negative cumulative impact. All of 
the regions’ airport policies are environmentally unsustainable. The environmentally 
unsustainable road policies of eight regions cannot be balanced out by the remaining 
region’s more sustainable policies. All of the regions’ water resource policies are keeping 
the problem steady at best, and quite possibly exacerbating it.   
 
In parallel, it is not clear whether jointly, the RSSs will deliver national 
sustainability targets. For instance, a national target is that 10% of electricity will be 
produced from renewables by 2010. Although the East of England RSS proposes to aim 
for a target of 14%, and the North East and North West ‘at least 10%’, other RSSs 
propose rather less. The target in the East Midlands RSS is 6.4%, while in the South 
East’s strategy it is only 5.5%. This is because of the specific local circumstances of 
these regions. For instance, we understand that 10% will not be achieved in the West 
Midlands because those areas that are high enough to be viable for wind farms are all 
Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty. Similar considerations apply, for example, to the 
targets set in national Biodiversity Action Plans. 
 
The RSSs’ policies on building standards, renewable energy and biodiversity were the 
most environmentally sustainable. This is understandable. They are most obviously 
within the remit of the planning system, and are supported by clear standards (such as 
the Code for Sustainable Homes, Regional Energy Strategies, and Biodiversity Action 
Plan targets) set by outside organisations. These can therefore be included in the RSSs 
relatively easily. The RSSs’ policies on carbon dioxide emissions from new development 
consistently promote energy efficiency and energy reduction, for instance through 
sensitive location of development and BREEAM/Code of Sustainable Development 
standards. (However, we were not able to find any mention of the impacts of embodied 
energy – the energy embodied in the materials used to build the development.)  
Nevertheless, even with such requirements in place, the scale of proposed development 
would still lead to increased carbon dioxide emissions from buildings. Traffic levels are 
also likely to rise in most regions, further increasing carbon dioxide emissions. 
 

 16



 17

                                                

The presence/absence and strength of general statements on sustainability or 
environmental footprints seem to be the best indicators of an RSS’s overall 
environmental sustainability. Such policies indicate a willingness to tackle the root 
causes of unsustainable development, and this willingness could be expected to also 
affect other policies. Policies on ecological footprints or One Planet Living can be 
expected to help buttress other policies, provide a clear test for new development, and 
generally highlight a region’s sustainability concerns.    
 
In sum, although the RSSs are making efforts to ensure that new development is more 
environmentally sustainable than existing development, Table 2.1 suggests that overall 
they are not likely to lead to development that remains within environmental limits.  
 
2.3 Do the Sustainability Appraisals of the Regional Spatial Strategies say that 
they are environmentally sustainable? 
 
Another way of testing the environmental sustainability of RSSs is to see what their SAs 
say about them. The SAs of the RSSs have all been carried out by consultants, with 
input and feedback from the Regional Assemblies, and typically also from other 
organisations. They test the sustainability of the RSSs against a series of sustainability 
objectives, which include environmental objectives. Table 2.2 below summarises the 
findings of the SAs for the RSSs for almost the same topics as those in Table 2.11. The 
rating in Table 2.2 reflects the assessment of the RSS by the SA.  
 
Again, the SAs identify many areas of good practice in terms of environmental 
sustainability, for instance: ’the protection of Natura 2000 sites is well covered’ (East 
Midlands), ’policies support reduction in car dependency’ (London), and ’the RSS tackles 
climate change actively’ (Yorkshire and The Humber). The SAs also suggest that the 
RSSs are likely to lead to significant benefits in terms of, for example, affordable 
housing, regeneration of deprived areas, and reduction in unemployment.   
 
However, the SAs identify significant areas where the RSSs are not 
environmentally sustainable. Most obvious is the assessment of the RSSs’ airports 
policies, which are uniformly found to be ’highly damaging to the environment’ (East of 
England), ‘unsustainable’ (East Midlands, North West, South West, Yorkshire and The 
Humber), ’highly contentious’ (London) and ‘resulting in increased emissions and 
congestion’ (North East, West Midlands). Water resources were identified as a problem 
for all but one RSS, with several SAs expressing concern about the implementability of 
water resource policies. Those SAs that considered tranquillity identified likely impacts 
as being negative, sometimes significantly so. 
 

 
1 The slight difference in topics is due to the focus on input/response measures in RSSs compared to the 
focus on outcome/state measures within SAs. 



 Table 2.2 Environmental sustainability of the RSSs, according to the SA reports 
Region air transport road transport carbon dioxide 

emissions 
water resources biodiversity tranquillity 

East of 
England 

1: ’airport expansion 
will be highly 
damaging to the 
environment’ 

1: ‘one theme... 
threatens to 
undermine this good 
work: the intention to 
increase capacity for 
road traffic’ 

2: ‘increasing traffic 
will damage the 
environment directly 
by...increasing 
greenhouse gas 
emissions’ 

1: ‘particularly serious 
problems include 
water resources’ 

2: ‘possible adverse 
effects on 
biodiversity’ 

1: ‘further develop-
ment on any 
significant scale is 
likely to have serious 
negative impacts 
on...tranquillity’ 

East 
Midlands 

1: ’inherently 
environmentally 
unsustainable’ 

2: ’concern relating to 
the trunk road and 
major highway 
priorities’ 

3: ’any gains could 
easily be offset by 
increased emissions 
from transport’ 

2: ‘concerns relating 
to the effects of 
implementing the 
Plan on water 
resources’ 

4: ‘the protection of 
Natura 2000 sites is 
well covered.... Local 
biodiversity could be 
given more 
consideration’ 

2: ‘likely to result in a 
reduction in the 
extent of ‘tranquil 
areas’’ 

London 2: ’highly contentious; 4: 63 policies support 
the objective of 
focusing development 
at locations well 
served by public 
transport; 71 policies 
support reduction in 
car dependency 

4: ’Energy Strategy 
sets targets for the 
reduction of carbon 
dioxide emissions by 
20 per cent relative to 
the 1990 level by 
2010.  The Plan 
contributes to this....’ 

4: ’improved 
utilisation of 
groundwater.... 
Improved utilisation of 
water’ 

5: ’protection and 
enhancement of 
existing sites, no net 
loss of biodiversity 
value.... Creation of 
new sites’ 

- 

North 
East 

2: ‘will... lead to 
increases in 
atmospheric 
emissions and also 
congestion’ 

2: ‘potential problems 
include...road traffic 
and congestion’ 

2: ’the following 
problems are set to 
increase...energy use 
and emissions of 
greenhouse gases 

2: ‘the following 
problems are set to 
increase: pressure on 
water resource 
infrastructure’ 

2: ’if the RSS policies 
are not implemented 
in full...it is likely that 
aspects of the 
region’s environ-
mental performance 
will worsen [including] 
damage to 
biodiversity’ 

2: ’will impact on the 
region’s tranquillity’ 

North 
West 

1: ‘any further growth 
in air travel is 
unsustainable’ 

4: ‘marginally positive’ 5: ‘significantly 
positive’ 

2: ‘consultees 
have...expressed 
concern...phasing 
development is...very 
important’ 

4: ‘marginally positive’  
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air transport road transport carbon dioxide 
emissions 

water resources biodiversity tranquillity 

 

Region 

South 
East 

-  (assumed to be 1 
for Table 4.3) 

2: ‘increased 
emissions from 
transport’ 

2: ’likely to contribute 
to...increased 
emissions from 
transport” 

2: ‘plan is likely to 
contribute to... 
increased levels of 
water resource 
consumption’ 

2: ‘impacts 
on...biodiversity are 
still of significant 
concern’ 

- 

South 
West 

1: ‘an increase in air 
travel, which is the 
most unsustainable 
form of travel’ 

2: ‘amount of travel 
by car is likely to 
increase’ 

2: ’despite [tough 
policies] greenhouse 
[gas]emissions from 
the region could well 
increase’ 

3: ‘uncertainty over 
deliverability’ 

3: ‘it is not possible to 
state with confidence 
whether habitats and 
species in the region 
will be protected and 
enhanced’ 

1: ’airport 
development (TR9) is 
likely to have a 
significant effect on 
noise and tranquillity’ 

West 
Midlands 

1: ‘energy use and 
greenhouse gas 
emissions from 
aviation and surface 
activity will increase 
significantly’ 

3: ‘overall impact on 
transport patterns is 
very unclear’ 

2: ’unless renewable 
energy capacity is 
significantly 
increased, emissions 
of carbon dioxide will 
rise’ 

2: ‘water surpluses 
will be reduced...with 
some areas going 
into deficit’ 

2: ’increased 
pressures on 
biodiversity’ 

- 

Yorkshire 
& The 
Humber 

1: ‘air travel is the 
least sustainable form 
of transport... 
expected to treble by 
2030’ 

2: ‘traffic growth is a 
key sustainability 
issue in the region’ 

2: ‘although the RSS 
tackles climate 
change actively, it is 
unlikely to reverse 
negative 
national/regional 
trends’ 

1:  ‘significant 
cumulative effects of 
the plan...will be 
increased water 
demand and 
decreased water 
provision’ 

3: biodiversity is 
’promoted through 
policies that protect 
not only designated 
sites but also non-
designated areas’.  
But proposed major 
projects are ‘likely to 
have an adverse 
impact on 
biodiversity’ 

1: ‘significant 
cumulative effects of 
the plan... will 
[include’...loss of 
tranquillity’ 

 
Key:  Impacts of RSSs on environmental sustainability 

1: Significant negative 
impacts, clearly 
unsustainable 

2: Negative impacts 3: Uncertain or neutral 
impacts 

4: Slight positive impacts 5: Significant positive impacts 



 
Predicted traffic impacts were more mixed, reflecting the conflicting directions of many 
RSS transport policies, for instance: 

• ’there is currently a conflict between commitments to reduce the need to travel 
and objectives to improve accessibility...  Policies... need to be carefully thought 
through to avoid confusion between reducing need to travel and reducing 
congestion” (East Midlands RSS SA, para. 18.20-18.21); 

• ‘most of the RTS is very good for most sustainability criteria.... However one 
theme of the RTS threatens to undermine this good work: the intention to 
increase capacity for road traffic’ (East of England RSS SA, Ch. 7); and  

• ‘the Policy Framework seeks to promote sustainable transport alternatives to the 
car/lorry and more efficient, compact forms of development with good local 
accessibility to services [but] the levels of growth that are anticipated will place 
immense pressure on transport infrastructure that is already under great strain in 
certain locations’ (South East RSS SA, Table 7.1) 

 
In sum, the SAs suggest that the RSSs are good in parts, but overall not 
environmentally sustainable. 
 
2.4 Do Regional Assembly officers and SA consultants believe that they are 
environmentally sustainable? 
 
The interviewees generally felt that the RSSs were as environmentally sustainable as 
they could be, given other constraints. These included unsustainable national policies 
and the need to provide for housing and employment growth. However, none of the 
interviewees, and particularly not the consultants, felt that ‘their’ RSS was fully 
environmentally sustainable: 

Officer A: ‘We shouldn’t use environmental reasons to stop development.... The 
RSS is probably as environmentally sustainable as it can be, accepting that growth 
has to happen.... In Region X we’ve tried to go for the highest development 
standards possible.’  

Officer B: ’Probably not. The environmental sustainability of the RSS is constrained 
and compromised by a number of factors beyond the Regional Planning Body’s 
control.’ 

Officer C: ’Yes in places but not in others. There is a conflict with airports 
expansion and the climate change issue, and some other small details. But in parts 
it is quite good.’ 

Consultant 1: ’No. The RSS is essentially business as usual. It doesn’t challenge 
the existing UK economic paradigm which is about growth and competitiveness 
and productivity and consumerism. The RSS planners are aware of the 
environmental constraints and issue of climate change and how far the UK has to 
go in meeting that challenge, but then choose to ignore the elephant in the room.... 
Significant growth in households is being planned for, without thinking about 
whether it’s remotely possible to meet environmental challenges.’   

Consultant 2: ’The RSS is not as sustainable as it could be.... There’s a much 
greater emphasis towards economic development than environmental or social 
development.’ 
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Consultant 3: ’No it’s not. I think the main two reasons are one, the scale of 
development proposed and two, the issue of traffic. Of course, that is taking a very 
environmental perspective on this. We tend to look at the impacts of achieving 
objectives, not at what happens if we don’t achieve them.  For instance, the recent 
UNICEF study about children’s wellbeing showed that the UK came out bottom of 
the league table: if we don’t deliver the RSS, the social consequences – for 
instance for children’s wellbeing – could be negative. The RSS has gone a long 
way to be as environmentally sustainable as it can be.’ 

 
2.5 Conclusions 
 
This chapter suggests that Regional Assembly planners know what environmental 
sustainability involves, are broadly sympathetic to the principles of environmental 
sustainability, and do their best to implement these principles. Where the remit of 
the RSS allows, they put in place measures to support environmental sustainability, for 
instance through reference to building standards and promotion of renewable energy.  
Some authorities are pushing the boundaries of RSS remits, for instance by including 
policies on ecological footprints, although the Secretary of State’s attitude to such 
policies is not yet clear. 
 
Away from the constraints of writing RSSs, some Regional Assemblies also work against 
unsustainable national government policies. For instance, in March 2007 members of the 
South East of England Regional Assembly called on the Government to review its 
aviation policy, claiming that it contradicts the Government’s stated aim of sustainable 
development: 

’It is our priority to protect our environment for future generations.... Government is 
inconsistent in letting air travel rip and at the same time trying to reduce car use. It 
is time for a reality check. We need greater commitment from Government to 
reduce carbon dioxide emissions.’ (SEERA, 2007)  

 
However, all three tests that were applied to RSSs in this chapter – against 
environmental limits, what the SA says, and what interviewees say – suggest that 
the RSSs are not fully, or even for the most part, environmentally sustainable.   
 
They also suggest that the strategies are having a significant combined, cumulative 
negative impact on some environmental resources. The negative impacts of one 
RSS are not being cancelled out by positive impacts of other RSSs. This is particularly 
the case for air transport, road transport and water resources, and possibly for some of 
the other topics. Jointly, the RSSs may also have some cumulative impacts that are not 
(yet) high on the political agenda but still significant. For instance, only about half the 
SAs say anything about tranquillity, and what they do say is very vague and unspecific. 
However, all of the SAs that do mention tranquillity say it would decrease under the 
RSS, suggesting that this could be a significant cumulative problem nationwide. None of 
the RSSs or their SAs seem to consider these cumulative problems caused by multiple 
regions, and we are not aware of any national government approach to dealing with this.   
 
These findings also suggest that there are some tough constraints on regional planners’ 
ability to write fully environmentally sustainable RSSs. These constraints include national 
government policy and the perceived imperative of economic growth. The next chapter 
discusses reasons for the environmental unsustainability of the RSSs.  
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3. WHAT IS CONSTRAINING THE ENVIRONMENTAL 
SUSTAINABILITY OF REGIONAL SPATIAL STRATEGIES? 
 
 
3.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter discusses constraints affecting the environmental sustainability of RSSs 
that were identified from our report analysis and the interviews. They include: 

• the limited remit of RSSs (3.2); 
• the limited remit of regional assemblies (3.3); 
• the requirement to adhere to conflicting national policies (3.4); 
• pressure from the sub-regions (3.5); 
• competition with other regions (3.6); and 
• the erosion of planners’ self-confidence and willingness to take risks (3.7). 

 
 
3.2 Limited remit of Regional Spatial Strategies 
 
RSSs have a limited remit, which affects their ability to promote truly environmentally 
sustainable development. The spatial planning system can only refuse or set conditions 
or constraints on development. It can’t make development happen. RSSs also cannot, 
for instance, set a fiscal regime (such as congestion charging and variable charges for 
electricity or water); control the activities of private companies (for example, how often 
buses run); or set personal quotas for resource use. Regional Planning Bodies lack the 
powers or sanctions to enforce RSS policies. 
 
Delivering truly sustainable environmental policies involves the concerted and 
coordinated efforts of multiple organisations, but regional planners don’t have the clout 
to achieve this. For example, to change the current vicious circle of poor public transport, 
dispersed destinations and high car use to the virtuous circle of bustling town centres, 
excellent radial public transport and low habitual car use requires a package of 
interventions, each of which depends on the others for its effectiveness and or political 
possibility.  
 
Since the 1992 versions of the planning policy guidance PPG12: Development Plans 
and PPG13: Transport, the spatial planning system has consistently tried to do its bit 
through supporting commercial development in town centres, and encouraging housing 
in urban areas, near amenities, and with good public transport accessibility. These 
policies have often achieved little more than a slowing of anti-sustainable trends (for 
example in increased car use and dependence) because they have not been combined 
with the other measures needed that fall outside the remit of the planning profession. 
These include good public transport provision, restriction and charges for out-of-town 
parking and provision of excellent public services in urban areas. Indeed the 
deregulation of buses, retreat from non-domestic parking charges, continued reduction 
in the real costs of motoring, and emphasis on consumer choice (schools, for example) 
rather than standards in public services – policies consistently followed by governments 
through the 1990s and 2000s – have all undermined planning’s attempts to promote 
genuinely sustainable life patterns. 
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The delivery mechanisms for environmentally sustainable policies are, by necessity, both 
more long-winded and vague than those for key concerns such as regional housing 
provision. This also militates against their full and effective implementation.   
 
Some regions do push the boundaries of the remit of RSSs to try to promote 
environmental sustainability. Examples are the ecological footprint policies of the South 
West and South East regions (see section 2.2), which set objectives that go beyond 
what the RSS itself can achieve. Other draft RSS policies go beyond what the RSS itself 
can achieve by promoting behavioural change and action by developers, for instance: 

South East RSS: ‘[Climate change mitigation], through reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions, will primarily be addressed through greater resource efficiency including 
improving energy efficiency performance of new and existing buildings and 
influencing behaviour of occupants’. (Policy CC2) 

South West RSS: ‘Developers [and others] must ensure that their strategies [etc.] 
achieve best practice in sustainable construction by...taking action to improve the 
energy efficiency of existing buildings, and ensuring that all refurbished buildings 
achieve the best current standards of energy efficiency’ (Policy G) 

 
However, those regions that are pushing these boundaries are doing so without 
there being any certainty that this will be acceptable to the Panel and 
subsequently the Secretary of State. One interviewee suggested that their RSS would 
be environmentally sustainable if only the planning inspectors didn’t change it too much. 
In this respect, the experience of the first ‘new style’ RSS to reach the stage of Secretary 
of State’s proposed changes is not encouraging. The Panel for the East of England Plan 
set out recommended changes to the Assembly’s original RSS on several important 
topics including water resources and traffic. These changes went a considerable way 
towards addressing the environmental sustainability concerns raised in the SA for the 
RSS. However the Secretary of State’s proposed changes significantly weaken the 
Panel’s changes, while also proposing a further increase in the rates of housing growth, 
which the SA identified as the main driver of unsustainability (Levett-Therivel and Land 
Use Consultants, 2007). 
 
Regional planners often seem ground down by the seemingly endless series of 
assessments to be undertaken, guidance to be read, evidence to be gathered, and 
stakeholders to be consulted in response to the Government’s requirements; and 
recently also by the Treasury-commissioned Barker Review of Housing Supply which 
has slated the new planning system before it has had a chance to take effect. One 
interviewee implied that their RSS was being written in a deliberately unchallenging (and 
by implication not environmentally sustainable) manner, essentially to keep their head 
below the parapet:     

Officer C:  ’Planners have a fear of non-compliance. If a planner makes a mistake, 
the consequences are serious; whereas the private sector almost embraces failure. 
The reason why planners are often criticised as being dull and unimaginative and 
irritatingly risk-adverse is that the consequences are so serious – impacts on the 
community, adverse reactions of the press etc.’ 
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In sum, the limited remit of RSSs, as well as early indications of how the Secretary of 
State will respond to attempts to push the boundaries of this remit, restrict RSSs’ ability 
to support environmental sustainability. 
 
 
3.3 Limited remit of Regional Assemblies 
 
The limited remit of RSSs is further weakened by the limited remit of Regional 
Assemblies. Most of the current English regions are not very coherent spatial entities. 
The East of England – which may be an extreme case – is really a composite of two very 
different blocs. Essex, Hertfordshire and Bedfordshire act primarily as satellites of 
London and have much in common with Buckinghamshire, Berkshire and Surrey (in the 
South East region). Cambridgeshire, Suffolk and Norfolk, however, have much more in 
common with Lincolnshire and parts of Humberside. As a result, much of the ‘real’ 
planning is by necessity done at either larger scales (such as the Northern Way) 
or smaller ones (city regions, subregions). This is discussed further in Sections 3.4-
3.6.   
 
Even when they are clearly working within their remit, the Regional Assemblies cannot 
always exercise the political legitimacy or clout to decide and enforce genuinely 
regional strategic decisions where these disoblige powerful bodies within their region 
or elsewhere.  A case in point is the decision to site a regional casino in Manchester. 
The North West Regional Assembly’s decision that Blackpool should be the region’s one 
candidate for a regional casino was ignored by both Manchester City Council and the 
Government.     
 
Similarly, the Government’s New Growth Point initiative (DCLG, 2005) provides 
economic support to local authorities that wish to pursue large-scale growth, typically 
beyond RSS levels. Twenty-nine New Growth Points were named in late 2006, which will 
contribute about 100,000 dwellings more than previous plans for housing supply in those 
areas by 2016. Clearly, this new ’relationship between Central Government and local 
partners’ (DCLG, 2005) – essentially a competition by local authorities for central 
government funding – bypasses the options process and SA which are part of RSS 
development, with the aim of establishing the most sustainable scale and distribution of 
development for the region. 
 
One interviewee felt that national government is deliberately undermining the power of 
Regional Assemblies:   

 ’The model of Regional Assemblies that bring together a range of regional-level 
activities is excellent. But national government has managed to give us a lack of 
confidence at the regional level; and we need confidence to help people to work 
together. They got the regions going, then had the referendum about elected 
assemblies, and when the North East vote went against it, they then started 
undermining assemblies.... They weakened the role and self-confidence of the 
assemblies.... With just a little thought, national government could have got us to 
have a really good regional approach, but they didn’t see that as being in their own 
interests.’ 

 
In sum, both Regional Assemblies and RSSs have a limited and possibly shrinking remit. 
As such, RSSs sometimes feel like the results of deals negotiated between powerful 
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districts and supra-regional alliances, with regional planners trying to steer and bring 
them together in a generally coherent and equitable manner. 
 
3.4 Conflicting national policy   
 
A key finding from our interviews has been that the environmental sustainability of 
RSSs is severely constrained by conflicting national policies. For instance, RSSs 
are expected to achieve climate change targets and cater for growth in air travel. Many 
more houses should be built in the Thames Gateway, but they should be ‘sustainable’. 
Existing building regulations, however, are not tough enough to ensure that they are 
sustainable. RSSs are expected to interpret these conflicting national policies into a 
regional-level, spatial form, and planners are understandably struggling: 

Officer C: ’We have a duty to address climate change, but national policy states 
that airports expansion should be allowed. That’s clearly in conflict. So there is a 
lack of joined-up thinking at the national level. We can’t step outside government 
policy, so we’re trying to implement incompatible national policies at the regional 
level.’ 

Consultant 1: ‘Significant growth in [the number of] households is being planned 
for, without thinking about whether it’s remotely possible to meet environmental 
challenges.’ 

Consultee X: ’National government is all speak and no do. There’s a huge gap 
between intention and actuality at the national level.’   

 
These findings are very much in keeping with those of the Sustainable Development 
Commission’s 2005 report on sustainable development in the English regions. The 
report suggested that the lack of joined-up national policy was hindering the delivery of 
sustainable development at the regional level. 
 
This problem is intensified by the fact that most national level plans and programmes do 
not undergo formal SEA because it is not ‘required’ by legistlation. Although many 
national level plans are supported by partial SEA-type analyses of, for example, 
background conditions and likely future impacts, and are put out for public consultation, 
they typically do not analyse alternatives in the rigorous manner required by SEA, nor 
propose formal mitigation measures. As such, although RSSs must both reflect 
government policy and be subject to SA/SEA, the policies that they must reflect are not 
themselves subject to SA/SEA.  
 
Even where national decisions are not directly imposed, the realities of funding often 
determine what happens, regardless of regional wishes. For instance, policies to 
prioritise rail improvements over roads are meaningless when there’s ready money for 
Highways Agency schemes but rail investment is deferred indefinitely: 

Consultant 3: ’The regional funding allocation process was a particular problem.  
The timing and contents of the [RTS] was largely driven by the funding allocation 
process. The assessment for those schemes wasn’t very good. There’s a natural 
tension between the RTS and the RSS.’ 

 
RSSs are restricted by their remit from making choices between conflicting 
national policies, and so essentially resort to carrying on the conflict internally. 
PPS11 specifies that RSSs should conform with national policy but not repeat it, unless 
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there is good reason to go against it: ‘The RSS should confine itself to matters of 
genuine regional and, where appropriate, subregional importance’ (para. 1.5). ’The RSS 
should...be specific to the region: whilst it should have regard to national policies it 
should not simply repeat them nor resort to platitudes’ (para. 1.7). ’National policy will 
apply unless a regional justification for not doing so is supported by the Panel following 
an EiP and accepted by the Secretary of State’ (para. 2.4).     
 
Regional planners try to find a spatial expression for the conflicting national policies 
within this finely balanced remit, but find it impossible to do so. They essentially resort to 
carrying on the conflict within the regional strategies:  

Officer B:  ‘There are conflicting objectives within our RSS. For example, we want 
to reduce carbon dioxide emissions and yet we are also trying to meet government 
targets for housing growth and accommodate government projections for the 
increased demand for air travel. Part of the problem is that there are conflicting 
national objectives, and those conflicting objectives and targets are passed down 
to the regions. Although there is a general understanding that there is sometimes a 
conflict in objectives, these are not overtly expressed in our RSS, and the RSS 
does not really try to reconcile them. Officers working on their policy areas – say, 
housing, transport etc. – seek to ensure that their policies meet the requirements 
given to them (by Secretary of State, national policy or Government Office) even 
though these may compromise other objectives such as reduced carbon dioxide 
emissions.... The Assembly is not good at making “hard decisions” and tends not to 
tell Government (which funds the Assemblies) that it can only achieve an objective 
(say carbon dioxide reductions) if it does not achieve others, such as meeting 
housing demand or supporting airport expansion.’ 

 
As such, many RSS objectives (such as reducing greenhouse gas emissions and 
improving accessibility without a car), issues (for instance waste generation and flood 
risk), and conclusions (for example, more housing means more environmental impacts) 
are the same in every region (at least at regional level – many of them play out very 
differently at smaller scales). Table 3.1 gives an example of the rather uniform way in 
which transport demand management is dealt with in RSSs.   
 
This type of vague duplication of national policy is not a problem when the national 
policy, standards and guidance are truly environmentally sustainable, as is the 
DCLG’s (2006) recent proposal for ‘zero carbon’ homes. However there are plenty of 
cases where it is not, for instance existing building regulations (not tough enough) or 
the Government’s proposed sustainable community in the Thames Gateway (much of it 
in an area that is prone to flooding, and in a region that already faces problems with 
water resources).   
 
In such cases, regional planners have the choice of either justifying why they should not 
conform with environmentally unsustainable national policies, or complying with them. 
Regional justifications for going against national policy could presumably include cases 
where environmental limits are already being breached. However, where Regional 
Assemblies have had to choose between adhering to an environmentally 
unsustainable national policy/strategy or derogating from it, they mostly seem to 
have done the former. One consultee interviewee noted: ’The dead hand of national 
government creeps in all the time.... If we had been left to ourselves, that would be much 
better.’   
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Table 3.1 RSS transport demand management-related policies 
region what the policies say 
East of 
England 

- increase travel by more sustainable modes 
- manage travel behaviour and the demand for transport 
- efficient use of existing transport infrastructure 

East 
Midlands 

- achieve a progressive reduction in the rate of traffic growth in the East Midlands 
to at least zero by the end of the plan period 
- reduce the need to travel; restrict unnecessary car usage; manage the demand 
for travel 

London - reduce the need to travel, especially by car 
- improve public transport capacity and accessibility from 2001 to 2011 to: reduce 
weekday traffic by 15% in central London  
- achieve zero growth across the rest of inner London; reduce growth in outer 
London by a third, and seek zero growth in outer London town centres 

North East seek to improve and enhance the internal and external connectivity and 
accessibility of the North East by managing travel demand...reducing the need to 
travel...maximising the potential of the key regional gateways of the ports and 
airports and strategic transport infrastructure in supporting regional economic 
growth and regeneration 

North West - improving transport safety and security  
- maintaining existing transport networks and assets 
- making best use of existing transport networks and assets 
- change travel behaviour and reduce private car use 
- targeted investment 

South East - increase the level of accessibility by public transport, walking and cycling 
- rebalancing of the transport system in favour of non-car modes 
- improved and integrated network of public transport services 
- measures to minimise negative environmental impacts of transport.  

South West progressive introduction of demand management measures accompanied by a 
‘step change’ in the prioritisation of public transport, and better integration of 
development proposals and public transport provision 

West 
Midlands 

access within and across the region will be improved in a way that... reduces the 
need for travel, expands travel choice, tackles congestion, improves safety and 
protects the environment 

Yorkshire & 
The Humber 

- reduction in travel demand and a shift to modes with lower environmental impacts  
- general presumption against increasing highway capacity except where it is a 
specific regional priority or a localised improvement essential to regeneration or 
delivering environmental enhancement 

 
 
An obvious example is the RSSs’ approach to air transport, with the context set by the 
Department for Transport’s (2003) environmentally unsustainable Air Transport White 
Paper. Table 3.2 summarises the RSS’s approaches. They range from neutrality (for 
example, the East of England) to active support (the West Midlands, for instance) of the 
White Paper, but no region goes against the policy on environmental sustainability 
grounds. It is clear from the interviewees’ comments above, that these policies are 
understood to be unsustainable, but that they feel that they had no choice but to include 
them in the RSSs. 
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Table 3.2 Airport-related policies showing response to national Air Transport 
White Paper 
region what the policies say 
East of 
England 

- expansion of Stansted Airport up to the full capacity of its existing single runway 
is accepted 
- expansion of London Luton Airport up to the full use of its existing 2160 metre 
runway is accepted (n.b. the Government Office subsequently amended this to: 
’The roles of Stansted and Luton Airports are outlined in the 2003 Air Transport 
White Paper (ATWP). Future development at these airports... is the responsibility 
of the relevant airport operator/owner in conjunction with partners. Development 
proposals will need to be informed by the ATWP and the other policies of this 
RSS.)  

East 
Midlands 

- provide for the further operational expansion of [Nottingham East Midlands 
Airport] within its boundaries subject to rigorous assessment of the full range of 
impacts 
- support the existing role of smaller airports/aerodromes where this is consistent 
with local amenity 

London support the development of a sustainable and balanced London area airport 
system, and recognise that further runway capacity in the South East will be 
required to meet the capital’s needs.  

North East - support the sustainable expansion of facilities at the region’s airports to 
accommodate and cater for the anticipated growth in passenger numbers to 10 
million passengers per annum at Newcastle International Airport and 3 million 
passengers per annum at Durham-Tees Valley Airport by 2016 
- maintain frequent services to Heathrow Airport.  

North 
West 

support the economic activity generated and sustained by the Region’s airports, in 
particular the importance of Manchester Airport as a key economic driver for the 
North of England and Liverpool John Lennon Airport for the Liverpool City Region.  

South 
East 

- support the development of Gatwick and Heathrow Airports within currently 
agreed levels of growth 
- encourage Southampton Airport to sustain and enhance its role as an airport of 
regional significance 
- support an enhanced role for Kent International Airport as an airport of regional 
significance 

South 
West 

airports within the region should meet an increasing proportion of regional demand 
for air travel to reduce ‘leakage’ to other regions and the London airports, with the 
expected growth met by developing the major existing airports in the region 

West 
Midlands 

- increase the extent to which [Birmingham International Airport] serves a wider 
range of global destinations to meet the Region’s needs 
- accommodate future significant levels of growth 
- serve more distant international destinations.  

Yorkshire 
& Humber 

- support significant airport related development linked to Robin Hood/Doncaster 
Sheffield Airport 
- fully meet the principles of sustainable development 

 
Several RSSs try to make environmentally unsustainable policies more sustainable by 
adding qualifiers. These include ‘sustainable and balanced London airport system’ 
(London), ‘sustainable expansion of facilities at the region’s airport’ (North East), airport 
development and expansion proposals are expected to ‘fully meet the principles of 
sustainable development’ (Yorkshire and Humber). However, in the absence of 
policies that implement these qualifiers – that would stop development that is 
shown not to be sustainable – it is difficult to view the qualifiers as more than a 
symbolic nod to green sensibilities. At worst they represent a hijacking of the aim, 
meaning and practice of genuine sustainability. 
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Where there are voluntary nationally-agreed standards, the RSSs take more varying 
approaches. For instance, Table 3.3 shows the RSSs’ approach to standards for building 
construction, notably the voluntary BREEAM and Code for Sustainable Homes 
standards. They range from no mention of standards (Yorkshire and Humber, East of 
England, West Midlands), to promotion of Level 5 Code for Sustainable Homes 
standards, including carbon neutrality for some developments (South West).   
 
Table 3.3 Building construction policies showing links to national level standards  
region building construction policies 
Yorkshire & 
Humber 

encouraging better built homes and energy efficiency...maximise water 
efficiency 

East of 
England 

require new development to be of high quality…make efficient use of land...  
promote resource efficiency, and more sustainable construction   

West Midlands promote the creation of high quality built environments…incorporating 
sustainability considerations such as energy and water efficiency, use of 
renewable energy  

South East adopt and incorporate sustainable construction standards and techniques. This 
will include.... High standards of energy and water efficiency that exceed 
current standards required by the Building Regulations and reflect best 
practice 

North West ensure that new homes are built to Lifetime Homes and Code for Sustainable 
Homes standards 

East Midlands ...ensuring that all new development is compliant with a BREEAM building 
assessment rating of at least ‘very good’ 

North East require the inclusion [of] measures to achieve high energy efficiency and 
minimise consumption so that they achieve BREEAM and Eco-Homes ‘very 
good’ or ‘excellent’ rating; ensure all new development meet the Energy 
Efficiency Best Practice Standard and conform to the Code for Sustainable 
Buildings 

London meet the highest standards of sustainable design and construction. Aims to 
accommodate all planned growth within existing areas without loss of valuable 
open space though densification and intensification 

South West all new and refurbished buildings achieve the requirements of BREEAM and 
Eco-homes, very good standard, or at least Level 3 above minimum building 
standards in the emerging Code for Sustainable Homes...; all larger scale 
developments...are designed and constructed to meet the top Level 5 of the 
emerging Code for Sustainable Homes, including carbon neutrality 

 
Key:  Sustainability of building construction policies 
least sustainable fairly sustainable Most sustainable 

 
In sum, the combination of conflicting national policies and RSSs’ limited remit is 
probably the greatest constraint to the environmental sustainability of RSSs. RSSs 
are not allowed to derogate from national government policy except under limited 
circumstances that are not yet well understood, and for which legal precedent is, at best, 
limited. Yet they are expected to spatially implement, at a regional level, national policies 
that are inherently contradictory. The end-result is RSSs that carry on the unresolved 
conflicts. Like the national policies, the RSSs end up promoting: airport growth and 
reduction in carbon dioxide emissions, more houses and less water use, improved 
connectivity and reduced air pollution. Although, in places, RSSs encourage 
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environmental sustainability, equally, there are many instances where they promote 
unsustainable actions.   
 
3.5 Powerful sub-regional strategies 
 
Away from the region’s headline sustainability policies, the main delivery mechanisms – 
the policies that actually determine what gets built where – are often the subregional 
ones. However, whereas the RSSs generally seem to be developed through consecutive 
draft documents supported by technical documents and punctuated with discussion in 
relatively democratic committee meetings, sub-regional strategies instead seem to 
typically emerge through a much more politically-oriented system of bargaining, with 
sub-regions competing for a limited pot of money for infrastructure improvements, and 
each trying to get high-profile projects into the RSS.  
 
Typically, sub-regional strategies feel less environmentally sustainable than 
regional ones: 

Consultant 3: ‘The development of sub-regional policies is definitely a more 
political process than the development of region-wide policies.... Some sub-
regional policies are probably less environmentally sustainable than the region-
wide policies.... For instance, the general thrust in RSS is to manage traffic, but at 
the local level there are quite a lot of road schemes coming in.’ 

Consultee X: ’Local government is still terribly caught up in local votes and 
campaigning for local levels of council tax and local activity. Local officials don’t 
see their role as helping to reduce regional-level traffic or tackle climate change. 
They see their patch as a special case which doesn’t need all these constraints. 
[Development of sub-regional strategies seemed to me to be] just like an old-
fashioned land use planning exercise.... The RSS is better than that.’ 
 

Certainly sub-regional policies feel more diverse, spatially-specific (sometimes 
terrifyingly so), and punchy than those in the main RSS document. They seem to focus 
more on transport (particularly road) projects. Policies for economically struggling sub-
regions often read like long lists of pet projects. Table 3.4 shows examples of this.   
 
Table 3.4 Sub-regional policies on economic development for economically 
struggling sub-regions: lists of high-profile projects 
policy policy wording (extracts) 
North East, 
Policy 6 

’Tyne & Wear City Region.... Focusing the majority of new economic 
development on the city centres of Newcastle and Sunderland and the 
Prestige Employment Sites of West Hartford, Blyth Valley; Newcastle Great 
Park; Newburn Riverside, Newcastle; TyneWear Park, South Tyneside; and 
Baltic Business Park, Gateshead. Supporting the Science City Newcastle 
initiative, focusing development on the western area of Newcastle for science 
and technological development and developing a network of complementary 
nodes including Baltic Business Park, Gateshead; Northumbria University 
(Manors development); the Centre for Renewables, Blyth....’ 

Yorkshire and 
Humber, 
Policy LCR1 

’Airedale north of Bradford – an economic corridor north and west to Skipton 
predominantly building on existing Master Planning activity and the 
opportunities in the principal and local service centres. Take advantage of the 
close proximity of the cities of Leeds and Bradford and the opportunities to 
restructure and regenerate parts of Bradford and Leeds so that they are better 
able to support the economic growth of both cities. Support the regeneration 
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policy policy wording (extracts) 
opportunities in the A62 corridor at Huddersfield....’ 

South East, 
Policy SCT6 

‘Eastbourne – Hailsham area – to optimise the area’s potential to provide 
employment space and associated housing in sustainable and strategically 
accessible locations along the A22 corridor; Shoreham – Brighton & Hove – to 
continue to strengthen the economy of Brighton & Hove and the adjoining area 
as a major centre and hub and at Shoreham to capitalise on strategic port and 
airport site opportunities....’ 

 
Even in otherwise wealthy regions, economic growth and improved connectivity seem to 
be the fall-back panacea for those sub-areas that are less well-off despite evidence that 
there is no direct or automatic link between increased connectivity and economic growth. 
Table 3.5, for instance, shows how improvements to transport links are seen as the 
universal solution to peripherality, regardless of the characteristics of the region. 
 
As mentioned earlier, the Government’s recent New Growth Point initiative (DCLG, 
2005) allows local authorities to promote faster rates of growth than provided for in 
RSSs, thus moving control for spatial planning from the regional to the national 
and local levels. RSSs are also influenced by the need to reflect the sub-regions’ 
aspirations, and to be seen to be equitable to the sub-regions: 

Consultant 2: ‘At the sub-regional level you always get this competition for 
development. For instance in X the sub-region was really pushing the economic 
benefits of the airport, but the regional planners were trying to pull it back a bit. 
When we went to stakeholder presentations, there was some friction between the 
sub-regional and regional planners regarding the airport. The RSS was trying to 
pull the sub-regions in line to ensure some balance between environment and 
economy.’ 

 
Table 3.5 Sub-regional policies for peripheral areas: improvements to transport 
links predominate 
sub-
regional 
policy 

policy wording (extracts) 

East 
Midlands, 
Policy 7 

‘Peripherality and lack of accessibility in the central and eastern part of the sub-
area should be addressed through: a programme of infrastructure improvements 
that concentrates on public transport and road improvements in existing key 
transport corridors; improved connections both between its ports and mainland 
Europe; and improvements to its telecommunications networks; and multi-modal 
accessibility improvements both within and beyond the sub-area.’ 

North West, 
objective 7. 

‘Encourage economic development and maximise regeneration potential in the 
peripheral sub-regions of Furness and West Cumbria by securing the safe, 
reliable and effective operation of links to the region’s principal North-South 
transport corridor and enhancing access to key employment locations.’ 

West 
Midlands, 
Policy RR1 

‘Rural areas of the West Midlands will be regenerated through...better transport 
links both within rural areas and between urban and rural areas.’ 

Yorkshire & 
Humber, 
Policy C1 

‘Utilise relative peripherality to develop tourism and localisation of services and 
businesses’, but also ‘strengthen the Coast sub-area’s transport services, 
infrastructure and reduce perceived peripherality by improving: the main east-
west corridors and public transport links to the Tees Valley City Region, the cities 
of York and Hull and the conurbations of South and West Yorkshire; public 
transport access to coastal hinterlands....’ 
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In sum, the environmental sustainability of RSSs is constrained by a number of factors. 
The way in which sub-regional policies are developed, the pro-growth approach of many 
sub-regional policies, the need to be seen as behaving equitably towards the different 
sub-regions, and Government’s perceived support of some local authorities to the 
detriment of an integrated, region-wide spatial planning approach. 
 
 
3.6 Competition and links with other regions 
 
Given that the overall economy is currently geared in a way which makes sustainable 
development generally costlier than unsustainable development, planners can only push 
so far before developers just move elsewhere. This is a response which is facilitated, 
indeed encouraged, by Government’s insistence on promoting competition between 
places: 

Officer B: ’RSS objectives (and those of SAs) tend to be very aspirational. Whilst 
the RSS supports environmental sustainability in principle, in practice development 
is led by the economics of a proposal. For example, our RSS aspires to influence 
travel patterns and shift the proportion of travel from private car to public transport. 
It also aspires to meet Government targets for the proportion of energy sourced 
from renewable sources. In reality, there is little or no investment in public transport 
infrastructure and yet funding (and therefore, proposals) for road building 
continues. In the case of renewable energy, if it is not considered viable or 
profitable by developers, proposals will not come forward, despite the best 
intentions of the RSS. Unfortunately, these examples serve only to highlight the 
gap between policy and delivery.’ 

 
Derogating from Government policy or standards, or from sub-regions’ perceived best 
economic interest is particularly difficult if this might make the region less competitive (or 
seem less competitive) than neighbouring regions. For instance, in the sustainability 
appraisal for its RSS, the Yorkshire and Humber Regional Assembly explains why it 
does not propose to go beyond current building regulations: 

’It is not realistic or reasonable to include a requirement to exceed national building 
standards due to legal problems (i.e. RPB and LPAs could be held to be ultra vires 
in setting requirements that are addressed through other legislation other than 
Planning Act powers), economic problems (i.e. developers would find it less 
profitable to build in the region, thereby reducing the number of homes built in 
region) and social problems (i.e. a lower number of house completions could result 
in fewer affordable homes being built, the delivery of which is dependent on 
volume of housing development prescribed in RSS).’ (Levett-Therivel, 2006) 

Assuming that the Yorkshire and Humber Regional Assembly is not facing uncommon 
problems but merely being uncommonly frank, this suggests two things. Firstly, that less 
economically thriving regions are trading off environmental sustainability for economic 
growth. Secondly, that regions are concerned they could be legally challenged if they 
exceed minimum national standards.  
 
This type of unsustainable inter-regional competition can be seen in the targets for Gross 
Value Added (GVA) within the Regional Development Agencies’ Economic Strategies 
shown in Table 3.6. The regions below average are trying to catch up at the same time 
as the ones above average are trying to get further ahead. 
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Table 3.6 Competition with other regions: RESs’ statements about GVA 
region RES statement about GVA 
East of 
England 

‘regional indicator of GVA per head (workplace based)’ 

East Midlands ‘target: to increase GVA per hour worked to the national average by 
2009’ 

London ‘improve London’s GVA per worker over the economic cycle’ 
North East ‘by 2016 [the lifespan of this RES], we aim to increase our 

GVA per head from 80% to 90% of the UK average’ 
North West ‘target: achieve GVA growth above the England average’ 
South East one of three headline targets is to: ‘achieve an average annual increase 

in GVA per capita of at least 3%’  
South West no quantified forward target, but ’between 1998 and 2003, SW Gross 

Value Added (GVA) improved from 91% of the UK average to 94%.... 
The region needs to plan for growth rates of between 2.8% and 3.2% 
as this reflects the most likely outcomes for the economy over the next 
10 years’ 

West Midlands ’our challenge is to work in partnership to... raise the growth rate of 
GVA per capita above the national average’ 

Yorkshire and 
The Humber 

’target: Raise GVA per worker by 25-30% from £28,300 to £35,000-
£37,000 (GVA per workforce job)’ 

 
In at least one region this has led the Regional Assembly to essentially try to counteract 
the RDA. As one interviewee said: 

’The RSS tries to counterbalance the RES. The RDA says good things in principle: 
that we should reduce our ecological footprint, and that the environment is the 
most important thing...and then they put lots of money into huge, unsustainable 
new transport projects. There’s a bit of vying for leadership between the RDA and 
Regional Assembly. The Assembly want to see the region really dynamic but well-
protected.’ 

 
The Northern Way – the strongly pro-growth strategy put forward by the RDAs for 
Yorkshire and The Humber, the North West and the North East to help narrow the 
economic gap between the north and the rest of England – further fuels this approach. 
The Northern Way’s overarching measure of success is ’to achieve national UK average 
GVA per head within 25 years’. Although it notes that this growth must be sustainable, its 
focus is heavily on attracting new investment into, and improving transport links within, 
the three regions. In turn, the RSSs for the Northern Way regions make strong reference 
to the strategy: 

North East RSS: ’there is a broad consensus...about the main challenges which 
the region faces…and the general approach that should be adopted... the 
common theme is the need to reduce the economic and social disparities 
between the North East and other regions, whilst protecting and enhancing the 
region’s environment. This approach...forms the basis for ‘Moving Forward: The 
Northern Way’’. (para. 1.8) 

North West RSS: ‘The spatial focus of the City Regions...emerges from the 
Northern Way, which aims to exploit the strengths and assets of the North and 
identifies the City Regions as economic engines....’ (para. 5.16) 
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Yorkshire and Humber RSS: ’The ‘Northern Way’ initiative embodies the 
Government’s commitment to improving the economic performance of the North 
and narrowing the disparities with southern regions.  The Plan has to play its part 
in achieving that goal’. (para. 2.6) 

 
The sustainability appraisal for the North West RSS does identify the Northern Way as a 
factor limiting the RSS’s environmental sustainability: 

’The sustainability appraisal recognises that a focus on economic growth and 
regeneration is important within the sub-regions and that it broadly conforms with 
complementary strategies such as the RES and ‘Northern Way’. However a focus 
upon economy and transport does appear to relegate environmental, and to a 
lesser extent social, issues to the over-arching policies’.   

 
One of the consultants interviewed also noted that, to achieve environmentally 
sustainable development, one would ’need to flip the emphasis at the moment – the 
political emphasis – away from Northern Way, growing the economy, lessening the gulf 
between north and south’. 
 
A further example of this focus on economic competitiveness is in the amount of space 
devoted to this within the technical studies (carried out as part of the development of 
RSSs). For instance, the technical studies that support the Phase 2 revisions of the West 
Midlands RSS take up 14.3 megabytes (MB) of computer memory about housing, 8.5MB 
about transport and accessibility, 6.7MB about ‘quality of the environment’ (such as 
waste scenarios, treatment facilities and capacity), and 29.2MB about ‘prosperity for all’. 
In the last category, just the appendices to a report on logistics are 60% larger than all of 
the ‘quality of the environment’ reports put together.   
 
In sum, competition between the regions is leading to inclusion in RSSs of 
environmentally unsustainable policies (for example, on some forms of economic 
growth), and limiting the environmental sustainability of other policies (such as the 
strength of building standards referred to). 
 
 
3.7 Conclusions 
 
The UK’s Sustainable Development Strategy (HM Government, 2005) redefined what 
sustainable development meant, putting environmental limits at the heart of policy 
making again. This, and the rising challenge of climate change, has had an impact on 
many of the high-level strategy statements. However, economic growth is still clearly the 
dominant paradigm in the UK, as evidenced by, for instance, the Government’s airport 
expansion policy, the Barker Reviews of housing supply and planning, and the Planning 
White Paper. 
 
Planning has the least influence in places where there is the least opportunity for profit, 
and therefore the least room to impose extra costs on developers before they decide the 
scheme is not profitable enough for them. Essentially the whole dynamic of the market 
makes unsustainable options profitable for companies and cheap for consumers. RSSs 
are not strong enough to be more than a minor obstacle.   
 
To achieve truly environmentally sustainable regional strategies would require a 
significant paradigm shift, from a system that focuses on narrow economic growth to one 
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that focuses on quality of life. This involves the Government taking sustainable 
development seriously and not treating it – or allowing it to be treated – as secondary to 
GDP/GVA driven economic concerns. It also requires recognition of environmental 
constraints: 

Consultant 1: ’The top policy in the RSS would need to be ‘we recognise there are 
environmental constraints and everything that we do will be developed in 
accordance with our understanding of those’...rather than the current top line 
statement of ‘we need to meet housing demand’, ‘we need to meet RES 
objectives’. They might then come up with a completely different set of housing 
figures, integrate energy policies into housing figures, different transport strategies, 
no airport expansion….’    

Consultant 2: ’We need to flip the emphasis at the moment – the political emphasis 
– away from... growing the economy.... In those circumstances, people will tend to 
put environmental stuff on back burner. Until there’s a complete change in the 
mindset people will think of it as one or the other, environment or development. 
People’s mindset focuses on their pockets.’   

Officer A: ’The big question is: is development compatible with environmental 
protection?’ 
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4.  WHY AREN’T SUSTAINABILITY APPRAISALS ENSURING 
THAT RSSs ARE ENVIRONMENTALLY SUSTAINABLE? 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 
RSSs are subject to sustainability appraisal under the Planning and Compulsory 
Purchase Act 2004; and to strategic environmental assessment under the Environmental 
Assessment of Plans and Programmes Regulations 2004. Together, sustainability 
appraisal and strategic environmental assessment (jointly called SA for the rest of this 
report) test the sustainability and environmental impacts of plans.   
 
In theory, SA should help to ensure that the RSSs are environmentally sustainable. In 
practice, this is obviously not working for several reasons: 

• most importantly, SAs merely inform planning decisions; they have no power to 
ensure that plans are sustainable 4.2); 

• SAs lack quantification or a clear test against targets (4.3); 
• SAs often test policy aspirations rather than deliverability (4.4); 
• they are generally not as incisive and critical as they might be (4.5); 
• sub-regional policies are often subject to a less stringent assessment process 

(4.6); and 

• SAs do not test the inter-regional consistency of RSSs (4.7). 
 
 
4.2 SA and decision-making 
 
The short answer to why SAs are not making RSSs environmentally sustainable is that 
they don’t have to. Regional planners only have to take account of the environmental 
report and the consultation findings on that report. The Environmental Assessment of 
Plans and Programmes Regulations 2004 requires, somewhat torturously, that: 

’8(1) A plan...shall not be adopted or submitted to the legislative procedure for 
the purpose of its adoption before the requirements of paragraph (3) below have 
been met.... 
8(3) The requirements of this paragraph are that account shall be taken of -  
(a) the environmental report for the plan or programme; [(b-d) and opinions 
expressed, and consultation carried out, on the environmental report].’ 
 

The interviews suggest that SA findings are clearly communicated to the RSS 
planners, and that there is no pressure on the consultants who carry out SA to 
water down or suppress their findings. Nevertheless, views about the influence 
that the SA has on the decision-making process were mixed at best, with the 
planning officers generally being more positive than the consultants: 

Consultant 1: ’We’ve been quite successful in openly telling the planners what we 
think the implications of the RSS are. They haven’t tried to suppress our 
messages.... We get invited to all the meetings, and [planners]…talk candidly and I 
make my comments and they nod their heads.... But they’ll be tweaking the RSS 
around the edges rather than using, for example, climate change as one of the key 

 36



drivers. The RSS process is driven by government household projections.... 
Degree of influence of the SA: 2 out of 10.’ 

Consultant 2: ’Some of the SA’s findings were taken on board in the RSS, but a lot 
of the recommendations didn’t come to pass. The RSS would have been slightly 
worse, but wouldn’t have been much different without the SA. 5 out of 10.’ 

Consultant 3: ’6 out of 10.... The RSS was largely along the right lines anyway – in 
many aspects apart from transport. And the will was there: the members were very 
keen to be as sustainable as possible.... Through the SA process, we got them to 
tighten things up even further, but we only had a minor influence on the transport 
dimension.’ 

Officer A: ’[The SA] was the main mechanism by which environmental 
sustainability in the round was considered with other aspects of sustainability. It led 
to a number of positive changes.’ 

Officer C: ’6-7 out of 10. I thought we had fairly good join-up.’ 
 

The relative lack of authority of SA is in contrast to, for instance, appropriate assessment 
under the Habitats Directive. This essentially leads the planning process by setting such 
tight requirements on conditions under which plans would be permitted to have 
significant impacts on Special Protection Areas and Special Areas of Conservation that it 
is much easier to write the plans so as to avoid such impacts in the first place (Therivel, 
2006). Early experience with appropriate assessment of RSSs suggests that it is leading 
to considerable changes because of its legal weight The Water Framework Directive is 
likely to be similarly effective.   
 
The late timing of SA vis-a-vis the development of the RSS was also felt to be a 
significant hindrance to the effectiveness of SA. This is likely to improve once the first 
round of RSS development has been completed, and with a better understanding of the 
RSS and SA processes. 
 
Direct discussions between SA consultants and the planning team were felt to be 
a key way to ensure that the SA findings were fed into the RSS: 

Officer C: ’What helped was we got the consultants to meet the planners and talk 
directly to the policy writers.... That was quite effective.’   

Officer B: ’It is helpful to involve the SA/SEA consultants in the RSS policy making 
process...involving them at policy development meetings and enabling them to 
engage with the policy makers (a) raises awareness of the key sustainability 
principles amongst policy makers, (b) provides the opportunity for the consultants 
to advise policy makers on how to incorporate key issues and principles at an early 
stage (rather than simply appraising policies after the event), and (c) ensures that 
the findings of the SA/SEA are taken into account as the policy making process 
develops. In brief, the SA/SEA can be more influential if the consultants are on the 
inside of the system rather than commenting from the outside.’ 

Consultant 1: ’[Next time] I would try to access the planners more on an individual 
basis.... What is needed is face-to-face meetings with the people who really drive 
the thing forward.... I’d spend more time with them to explain where my 
conclusions came from. I don’t know if it would make a difference, but it would be 
harder to ignore.’ 
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4.3 What sustainability test is used 
 
A rigorous, evidence-based assessment is necessary to support arguments for making 
the strategy more environmentally sustainable. A lack of baseline data was not typically 
perceived as limiting SA practice, although one interviewee identified it as a problem: ’It 
would be helpful if we had a stronger evidence base...but that’s an intensely political 
process. A previous report which gave an answer that politicians didn’t like was buried.’   
 
However, the SA objectives used to test the regional strategies are generally very 
bland and similar to one another, and do not robustly ask: is the strategy really 
environmentally sustainable? Box 4.1 shows, for instance, how similar the SA 
objectives on climate change mitigation are from region to region. How effective these 
kinds of tests would be in identifying environmentally unsustainable policies or ensuring 
that sustainable policies are put in place is questionable.   

 
Box 4.1  Examples of SA objectives related to mitigating climate change impacts  

• East of England: minimise need for energy; increase energy efficiency; increase 
renewable share of energy; 

• East Midlands: minimise energy usage and…develop the region’s renewable 
energy resource, reducing dependency on non-renewable resources; 

• London: reduce emissions of greenhouse gases, and plan for further reductions, 
to meet or exceed national climate change targets; and 

• North East: reduce the causes and the impacts of climate change. 

 
At least six different tests of environmental sustainability could be used in SAs of RSSs, 
comprising combinations of: 

• impact per person compared against impact per region; and 
• impact compared against the current baseline situation, the future expected 

baseline situation without the RSS (business as usual), or a target (which in turn 
could be a true sustainability target or not a true sustainability target).   

 
Depending on the test, the assessment can lead to very different answers. The real test 
of environmental sustainability is the combination of a test against true sustainability 
targets and against impacts per person and per region2. Instead, the great majority of 
SA tests compare the RSS against either the current situation or the future 
business as usual situation; and consider either per person or per region impacts, not 
both.   
 
Furthermore, almost all SA predictions are qualitative/directional (asking the 
questions: ‘does the RSS improve X? Does it prevent Y?’), rather than quantitative. Very 
few SAs of RSSs make any attempt to quantify impacts. They very rarely, for 
instance, calculate the additional water use or waste generation by the expected new 
households. Amongst the few attempts at quantification are predictions about the 
increase in built-up area (South West), greenfield land lost to development (East 
Midlands), and carbon emissions (West Midlands). The only quantitative sustainability 

                                                 
2 The concept of ‘earth shares’ or ecological footprint brings these two together into one unit 
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target that the RSSs were routinely tested against was greenhouse gas emissions. The 
findings are typically inconclusive (North East: ’it is not possible to conclude’) or negative 
(South West: ‘could well increase rather than decrease’). It is likely that initiatives like the 
Audit Office’s area profiles database3 and the Sustainable Consumption & Production 
Network (SCPNet) will be useful inputs to future SAs, even though they were not in place 
in time to inform those of the RSSs.    
 
In sum, SAs use a rather fluffy test of sustainability: they ask whether the new RSS will 
be an improvement on the existing situation, rather than whether it stays within 
environmental limits. This is unlikely to help lead to a truly environmentally sustainable 
RSS. 
 
4.4 Integration of strategic environmental assessment and sustainability appraisal 
 
Some of these points are likely to be a side-effect of the integration of the strategic 
environmental assessment (SEA) within the sustainability appraisal system (the 
integrated system is referred to elsewhere in this report as SA). The objective of SEA is 
to ’provide for a high level of protection of the environment...with a view to promoting 
sustainable development‘ (Article 1). The purpose of sustainability appraisal is to 
‘promote sustainable development through the integration of social, environmental and 
economic considerations into the preparation of (RSSs, Development Plan Documents 
and Supplementary Planning Document SPDs)’. The former is environment-led; the 
latter is focussed on integrating a range of considerations. Joint SA/SEA reports must 
clearly show that the SEA Directive’s requirements have been met (ODPM, 2005 para. 
2.4.1). However, the integrated process could well dilute the strength of environmental 
considerations during the development and comparison of options, and allow significant 
environmental impacts to be more easily balanced out by social or economic benefits.   
 
The integration of sustainability appraisal and SEA could also discourage the use of 
quantification in the assessment process. Environmental issues such as water use or 
waste generation lend themselves to quantification and (to an extent) to an analysis of 
environmental limits in a way that many social issues do not. An integrated appraisal 
may well remain qualitative for the sake of using a consistent appraisal methodology for 
all issues. 
 
There are good reasons for integrating the two processes, notably the inefficiencies of 
carrying out two separate appraisal processes, and the fact that planning officers are 
expected to produce sustainable (not environmental) plans. However it may be worth 
revisiting just how the SEA component of SA should be carried out and 
documented. 
 
4.5 Level of critical analysis 
 
The level of critical analysis in the SAs seems to vary widely. Table 4.2 shows, as 
an example of this variability, the SA analysis on greenhouse gas emissions for RSSs. 
The analyses range from nonexistent (North West), to attempts to quantify carbon 
dioxide emissions (West Midlands), to quite detailed analysis of the likely deliverability of 
greenhouse gas reduction targets (South West). A combination of the last two 
approaches is probably the best test of true environmental sustainability.  
                                                 
3 www.areaprofiles.audit-commission.gov.uk
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Table 4.2 Level of analysis in SA  
region  
(consultants) 

SA conclusions on greenhouse gas emissions 

North East 
(ERM) 

‘Although the RSS aims to reduce greenhouse gas emissions (and sets out a 
locational strategy and transport policies, plus policies on renewable energy 
and on energy efficient building design) it is not possible to conclude whether 
the region will achieve a reduction of 20% in [greenhouse gas emissions] by 
2010, as the RSS does not relate policies to projections of emissions 
reductions. Furthermore, the RSS does not explicitly seek to decouple the 
proposed economic growth scenario from increased energy use and emissions 
of greenhouse gases.’ 
 
‘In particular, the following problems are set to increase...energy use and 
emissions of greenhouse gases.’ 

North West 
(Entec) 

(No summary analysis of RSS impacts on individual SA objectives) 

South West 
(LUC) 

‘Policy SD2 in the final draft RSS sets a more and highly challenging target for 
the reduction of the region’s contribution to greenhouse gas emissions (a 30% 
reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2026 compared with 1990 levels, 
which was a 20% target in Version 2.3 of the draft RSS). The emphasis on a 
low carbon economy is also an improvement (Policy SD1), and the 
requirement for all major development to meet the top level 5 of the emerging 
Code for Sustainable Homes, including carbon neutrality, plus taking action to 
improve the energy efficiency of existing buildings and ensuring that all 
refurbished buildings achieve the best current standard of energy 
(Development Policy G), are a significant positive intent towards meeting this 
target. 
 
‘As a result of the above commitment, Policy RE5 (Renewable Energy and 
New Development), which expects larger scale developments to provide as a 
minimum, sufficient on-site renewable energy to reduce carbon dioxide 
emissions from energy use by 10% could be made more challenging, 
especially given likely improvements to renewable energy technology over the 
period of the RSS, so long as this does not reduce the emphasis on energy 
efficiency as the highest priority.  
 
‘Development Policy G aims to minimise energy consumption, and Policy RE1 
aims to increase the renewable energy capacity of the region so that 20% of 
the region’s electricity’s demand is met from renewable sources by 2020. 
Despite these policies, the amount of greenhouse emissions from the region 
could well increase rather than decrease over the period of the RSS. This is 
because of the scale of development proposed, the likely increases in traffic as 
a result of the road improvements (despite measures in the draft RSS that aim 
to encourage a switch to more sustainable modes and shorter journeys), 
airport development, and a general increase in energy consumption with rising 
prosperity. The increase on a per capita basis will be less than the increase in 
total emissions but it will nonetheless be an increase.’ 

West Midlands 
(Ursus) 

‘The growth in housing/households, economic activity and transport seem 
certain to increase gross energy demand in the Region (although demand per 
head may decrease). Figures are not yet available for how much energy 
demand may increase from current levels. Unless renewable energy capacity 
is significantly increased, emissions of carbon dioxide will rise as a result. The 
use of more energy efficient design and processes (eg in new housing) will 
help to mitigate demand and therefore reduce the rate of carbon dioxide 
increase.’  
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There does not seem to be a clear correlation between the environmental 
sustainability of the plan and how the SA rated the plan’s sustainability. Table 4.3 
shows the ranks of the RSSs based on:  
 
a) how they compare against environmental limits, based on Table 2.1; and  
 
b) the rating that the SAs gave them on environmental sustainability topics, based on 
Table 2.2.   
 
Figure 4.1 shows the how the two sets of rankings relate to each other. There is little, if 
any, correlation between them. For example, the South East RSS does well against the 
test of environmental limits (ranked 2nd) but is rated rather critically in its SA (ranked 8th). 
By contrast, London and the North West were rated most highly by their SAs (both 
carried out by Entec), but were jointly ranked 3rd (with one other RSS) in terms of 
environmental limits. This suggests that how SA rates an RSS is not indicative of the 
RSS’s environmental sustainability. 
 
 
Table 4.3 Disparity between environmental sustainability of RSSs’1 (from Table 2.1) 
and the SA findings (from Table 2.2)  
 

Test of RSS v. 
environmental limits 

SA/SEA findings  

sum 1 rank 1 sum 22 rank 2 
East of England 20 6 7 9 
East Midlands 24 3 12 3 
London 24 3 19 1 
North East 19 8 10 5 
North West 24 3 16 2 
South East 25 2 9 8 
South West 26 1 12 4 
West Midlands 19 8 10 7 
Yorkshire & Humber 21 5 11 6 
 
 
1. The environmental sustainability ‘score’ of an RSS is not indicative of the RSS’s overall sustainability, nor 
of the environmental sustainability of a region 
2. Tranquillity scores have not been included, since only some SA/SEAs considered impacts on tranquillity 
The difference in scores is due to the respective focus on environmental limits (input/response measures) 
and SAs (outcome/state measures). 
 
Key:  
sum 1: total from Table 2.1, higher = RSS is better in terms of environmental limits 
rank 1: rank from Table 2.1, lower = RSS is better in terms of environmental limits 
sum 2: total from Table 2.2, higher = better score on SA/SEA of the RSS 
rank 2: rank from Table 2.2, lower = better score on SA/SEA of the RSS 
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Figure 4.1 Comparing rankings from RSS environmental sustainability and SA 
findings  
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We suspect – and this conclusion is tentatively confirmed by two of the interviewees – 
that those regions that are more concerned about sustainability expect their SA 
consultants to be more demanding, and thus receive more incisive, punchy feedback 
than those regions that see environmental limits and SA as a necessary hurdle to be 
overcome in developing the RSS.  

Officer A: ’The most helpful [aspect of the SA was] having such a respected SA 
team on board right from the start.... We absolutely wanted to ensure that we got 
as much compliance with SA requirements as possible.’ 

 
There is a frustration, however, that the SA process is not clear about which policies 
(national or regional) should be prioritised:  

Officer B: ’The least helpful part of the SA/SEA has been the conflict in national 
and regional objectives, and the SA has not been good at prioritising objectives.... 
The objectives on housing, economic development and transport, for example, are 
weighted as much as those on the environment. If there was a hierarchy of 
objectives, it might be easier to prioritise and choose between conflicting 
objectives.’ 

 
More quantification of impacts, testing against a clearer set of environmental targets, and 
more consistency in what sustainability test is used could help to improve this situation. 
 
4.6 Assessing the deliverability of RSSs  
 
Most RSSs include lots of the right sentiments which, if assessed on their own, would 
look environmentally sustainable. However the proof of a policy is in its implementation. 
It is at this stage that any contradictions, watering down, and lack of effectiveness will 
show up. It is a policy’s implementation, not its intentions that should be tested in SA. 
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(NB: See Section 1.2. We have not analysed Implementation Plans, which might change 
the results of this section.) 
 
Most of the SAs do consider how the RSS policy is likely to be implemented.4 
Implementation of RSS policies is likely to be less effective than the policies’ 
intentions for several reasons: 

• Funding mechanisms preferentially favour the less sustainable over the 
recommended more sustainable approach  
Extra transport capacity (where unavoidable) should therefore be provided 
through bus and rail wherever possible. The RTS largely aims to achieve this. 
Unfortunately...national transport policy and funding seems likely to result in 
investments in road capacity increases being implemented sooner and more 
certainly than...small local improvements for walking and cycling, demand 
management of public transport, all of which scored higher in both the RTS Task 
Group’s weighting exercise and the sustainability appraisal.’ (East of England 
RSS SA/SEA, para. 17.10) 

• The implementation mechanisms are unclear  
’There is... uncertainty relating to the deliverability of 25% efficiency in all new 
homes from the beginning of the Plan Period in addition to the achievement of all 
objectives set out in current Water Resource Plans....’ (East Midlands RSS 
SA/SEA, para. 84) 

• Central government policy runs counter to the RSS  
’There is, potentially an over-reliance on behavioural change within the Plan. This 
is required but without significant changes in policy at Central Government level 
the levels of change required are unlikely to occur.’ (South East RSS SA/SEA, 
para. 5.2.1) 

• Lifestyle and other trends run counter to the RSS 
’The RSS has little/no control over emissions from power stations. The urban 
focus helps to reduce the need to travel, but...national government policies, and 
general lifestyle trends would counter that.” (Yorkshire and Humber RSS 
SA/SEA, table 4.2)   

 
Many SAs find that one part of the RSS contradicts another, for instance: 

• ’[Protection of biodiversity is] promoted through policies that protect not only 
designated sites but also non-designated areas. The Humber Estuary is (rightly) 
given particular protection. On the other hand, development of ports, airports and 
associated developments, and other major transport infrastructure is likely to 
have an adverse effect on biodiversity.’ (Yorkshire and Humber RSS SA/SEA, 
table 4.2)  

• ‘The detail behind the draft Regional Plan set out in Appendix 6: Transport 
Investment Priorities in particular does not reflect policies which aim to reduce 
traffic growth and the use of the car. A total of 64 different schemes are listed, but 
only two of the committed schemes are public transport related.’ (East Midlands 
RSS SA/SEA, para. 100-102) 

                                                 
4 This section discusses the implementation of the actual RSS policies, not the Implementation Plan.  As 
discussed in section 1.2, if Implementation Plans were also considered, some of the findings of this section 
might be different. 
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• ’Policy RE6 requires that rates of planned development do not exceed the 
capacity of existing wastewater treatment systems and do not proceed ahead of 
essential planned improvements to these systems, but this could conflict with the 
proposed development phasing for housing.’ (South West RSS SA/SEA, para. 
17.10) 

 
In contrast, some SAs focus primarily on the wording/intention of the RSS policies 
without analysing how the policies will be implemented. The positive outcomes the 
policy is intended to achieve are given credit, but any negative impacts the policy might 
cause are assumed to be dealt with elsewhere. This means that, so long as between 
them the policies say all the right things, the plan will get full approval. For instance, the 
SA for the London Plan lists all the policies which support each SA objective but not 
those that conflict with it. Large numbers of policies appear for each objective, so the 
section concludes that ‘all of the objectives are well supported and no policy gaps are 
suggested from this exercise.’ Similarly, the SA for the North West RSS considered that 
the housing policies ’cover the majority of SA Objectives’ although they were ’more 
uncertain against the SA Objectives concerning certain environmental issues such as 
waste recycling and the protection of species’, but the Environment Agency’s preliminary 
assessment of the impact of actually delivering these policies is that they would lead to 
serious water deficits and increased carbon emissions. (Environment Agency North 
West, 2005) 
 
Many of the SA conclusions are broadly positive, but are contradicted by more 
detailed SA text or further information in the RSS, for instance: 

• ’There are a large number of policies in the draft Regional Plan that are likely to 
lead to improvements in air quality.... There is concern relating to the trunk road 
and major highway priorities outlined in the draft Regional Plan...significant 
negative effects on air quality are still expected to result from the draft Regional 
Plan....’ (East Midlands RSS SA/SEA, para. 92-93) 

• detailed assessment text states that ’[minimal pollution levels are] promoted 
through environmental maintenance and enhancement policies, but not a main 
focus of the RSS, and potentially counteracted by major development (including 
transport infrastructure) proposals’. However, this is summarised as a ‘+’ within 
the RSS. (Yorkshire and Humber RSS) 

 
In sum, although SAs often consider the deliverability of policies, and assess how they 
will be implemented, some do not, leading to naïve and over-positive assessment results 
which are unlikely to help support the development of environmentally sustainable 
strategies. 
 
 
4.7 Assessing sub-regional strategies 
 
Sub-regional strategies and policies are often assessed by the same people who write 
them, with variable standards of care. This seems to lead to less rigorous and influential 
SA than for the general RSS policies: 

Consultant 2: ’The attention that [the sub-regional planners] gave to sustainability 
in general seemed much more hit-and-miss than our more formal approach. They 
were given our SA framework to consider their options against and produce a 
report. One or two were very good. A couple were back-of-fag-packet, terrible, 
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clearly yet another hoop for them to jump through.... Next time we’d want to get the 
sub-regions involved from day one, and we’d want to have a much clearer input 
into the sub-regional SA process.’ 

Consultant 3: ’The sub-regions were expected to assess their policies to a 
methodology that was consistent with that used at the regional level. We gave 
them the methodology. But their work varied significantly: some of their 
assessments were very good, some not so. Overall, the sub-regional assessments 
were not as good as they could have been or as good as the RSS-wide 
assessment.... Given that it’s at the sub-regional level that quite a lot of the issues 
are, that level deserved more attention.’ 

Officer A: ‘The sub-regional policies were subject to SA but we were reliant to a 
large extent on information provided by the joint study areas themselves. So yes, 
they were developed differently, but they should be as environmentally sustainable 
as the others.’ 

 
It is unclear whether the SAs for those sub-regional strategies that list specific 
projects are detailed enough. The Environmental Assessment of Plans and 
Programmes Regulations 2004 require the environmental report to include such 
information ’as may reasonably be required, taking account of...the contents and level of 
detail in the plan or programme’ (Reg. 12.3). This suggests a principle of proportionality. 
The more detailed a plan is, the more detailed its assessment should be. As mentioned 
in Section 3.3, sub-regional strategies often include reference to specific projects; but 
the SA analyses typically remain at the policy level or may even consider a group of 
policies together. For instance, out of all the projects identified in table 3.4 above, not 
one was separately mentioned in an SA, much less were its impacts clearly and 
separately assessed.   
 
In sum, the SAs for the sub-regional policies are generally carried out less consistently 
and later on in the RSS process, and so are probably less influential, than those for the 
general RSS policies.   
 
 
4.8 Assessing the inter-regional consistency of RSSs 
 
Even if RSSs are internally coherent, they may be inconsistent with other RSSs. Table 
4.4 gives some examples of possible inter-regional inconsistencies. Such 
inconsistencies could exacerbate environmental problems. For instance, if two regions 
both assumed they would be using water from the same reservoir, water in that 
reservoir could be drawn down faster than predicted, with greater environmental 
impacts and without adequate mitigation. 
 
We are not aware of any SA, or any other appraisal process, that formally checks 
whether different RSSs’ predicted developments and assumptions are compatible with 
one another. Other regions are consulted as part of RSS development, and SA reports 
are sent to other regions for comment; but this does not ensure that inter-regional 
inconsistencies do not occur. 
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Table 4.4 Examples of possible inter-regional inconsistencies 
RSS policy… may be inconsistent with RSS policy in this region 
North East RSS, Policy 21: ‘maintaining 
frequent services to London Heathrow 
Airport’ 

South East RSS, supporting text to Policy T9: ’The 
Assembly...does not consider that...it would be 
appropriate to include proposals for further expansion 
at either Heathrow or Gatwick’ 

draft alterations to the London Plan refer 
to a new growth corridor between 
London, Bedford and Luton along the M1 

East of England RSS, which does not include the 
growth corridor 

general RSS references to ensuring that 
water resources are in place before new 
development is built 

it is unclear whether the regions have discussed who 
is providing the water resources, and what assump-
tions are made about what regions they will serve, for 
example, a reservoir in South Oxfordshire (South East 
region) would primarily serve London and Swindon 
(South West region) 

 
 
4.9 Conclusions 
 
In summary, the SA process does not ensure that regional-level strategies are 
environmentally sustainable. Their recommendations don’t have to be followed. SAs use 
quite a weak, qualitative, unchallenging test of sustainability. Some SAs test only 
strategy intent, not deliverability. Sub-regional strategies, which are likely to be 
developed in a more politically-charged environment and are often less environmentally 
sound than region-wide policies, are tested less rigorously than the region-wide policies. 
We are not aware of any formal process by which the consistency of RSSs with each 
other is tested. All of this serves to give a limited and confusing overall assessment of 
the sustainability implications of RSSs. 
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5.  ARE RESs ENVIRONMENTALLY SUSTAINABLE?  IF NOT, 
WHY NOT? 
 
 
5.1 Introduction 
 
We carried out a more limited study of RDAs’ adopted RESs (listed under references 
below). This chapter discusses:  

• the remit of RESs (5.2); 
• RES mentions of environmental sustainability concepts (5.3); 
• RES aspirations for environmental sustainability (5.4); 
• limitations in the RESs that could prevent the aspirations from being realised 

(5.5); 
• signs of hope (5.6); and 
• conclusions (5.7). 

 
 
5.2 The remit of RESs  
 
The DTI’s guidance to RDAs on RESs gives them a specific remit:  

 ‘The fundamental purpose of the RES is to improve economic performance and 
enhance the region’s competitiveness, addressing market failures that prevent 
sustainable economic development, regeneration and business growth in the 
region. The RES should take an integrated and cohesive approach to improving 
regional economic performance, addressing business competitiveness and the 
need to increase productivity. This will include building capacity in the region to 
improve performance on the drivers of productivity – innovation and knowledge 
transfer, skills, enterprise, investment and competition – which will embed the 
capacity for growth’ (DTI, 2005) 

 
 
Given this remit, it is hardly surprising that all RESs are dominated by GVA growth (see 
table 3.7), competitiveness, and promotion of the Treasury’s five drivers of productivity.  
 
 
5.3 RES mentions of environmental sustainability concepts 
 
RESs include plenty of statements about sustainability, including considerable 
information on sustainability. They also include statements about environmental 
business opportunities, the risks of not pursuing a path of sustainable development, 
green technology opportunities, and problems of climate change. 
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Table 5.1, a rough count of the occurrences of some selected words and phrases 
in RESs, shows that the language of sustainability is now pervasive.   
 
occurrence of word(s) region 
 EE EM Lon NE NW SE SW WM YH 

RES pages 134 130 99 73 64 121 40 94 128 
world class 23 3 10 17 5 21 0 24 6 
connectivity 6 37 2 32 2 12 6 0 14 
cluster 68 8 7 21 6 8 4 126 98 
          
sustainable 265 140 106 80 97 110 78 91 100 
climate change 10 38 4 4 17 24 10 2 22 
energy 
efficiency/renewables 

69 90 30 57 37 48 15 15 59 

carbon (low/reduction)/ 
greenhouse gas  

25 40 7 10 8 7 5 4 28 

water resources 10 10 6 5 2 42 0 9 6 
traffic 
management/congestion 

11 11 11 1 20 17 5 3 5 

waste  31 40 15 7 12 19 5 10 8 
          
demand management 5 13 0 6 4 6 1 0 6 
environmental limits 1 3 0 1 2 2 5 0 3 
eco footprint 0 0 1 0 0 6 2 0 0 
one planet economics 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 
 
NOTE: this table was compiled by a word search of relevant roots and their immediate context. 
For example, sustainable includes sustainable development, environmental sustainability, and 
sustainable energy. We have sought to exclude references to sustainable economic growth and 
other phrases with the sense of growth that can go on and on rather than growth that respects 
environmental limits. However, it is not always clear which sense is meant particularly as RESs 
tend not to define what they mean by sustainable economies or sustainable economic growth. 
Other phrases have required similar interpretation. Moreover frequency of appearance of words is 
affected by the length of the RESs (which range from 40 to 134 pages) and internal repetition (for 
instance, chapter summaries and tables of actions). We have analysed only RESs themselves 
and not subsidiary delivery documents. The figures must therefore be treated as indicative rather 
than rigorous. 
 
The word ‘sustainable‘ appears more often in every RES than any of three economic 
buzzwords (with the sole exception of ‘clusters’ in the West Midlands). Among 
environmental topics, energy and related issues in climate change are mentioned a lot. 
Traffic, congestion and waste are mentioned less, and water resources only 
occasionally. 
 
Four concepts central to a truly sustainable economy – demand management, 
environmental limits, ecological (or environmental) footprint, and one planet economics – 
are mentioned very rarely, if at all. Mentions of all four added together only reach double 
figures in the East Midlands and the South East, while the West Midlands RES does not 
mention any of them even once. London’s is scarcely better, with one reference to 
footprint.  
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The marked extent to which RESs are now discussing and referring to sustainability 
issues is a sign of hope. However, the mere use of words does not guarantee that they 
are understood, or that the things they stand for are being supported. The very limited 
reference to several of the main concepts of sustainable economics suggests the 
commitment is generally not very deep.   
 
5.4 RES aspirations for environmental sustainability 
 
Table 5.2 summarises how far RESs cover some important issues which the following 
sections describe in more detail. 
 
Table 5.2 RESs’ coverage of important issues 
treatment of issue region 
 EE EM L NE NW SE SW WM Y+H 
environment as business 
opportunity 

++ + ++ + + + + + ++ 

risks from climate change   
 

0 ++ ~ + ~ + 0 0 ++ 

specific green sectors  
 

++ + + ++ ~ ~ + 0 0 

greenhouse gas reduction 
target  

~ ~ ~ 0 0 ++ ~ ~ ++ 

welfare measures 
 

0 ++ 0 0 0 ++ + 0 0 

reduction & efficiency of 
resource use 

-- --/+ + ~ - 0 ~ - + 

demand management 
 

~ + 0 0 ~ + ~ 0 + 

 
Key: 
++ strongly positive 
+ positive 
~ weak reference to the issue 
0 not mentioned 
- negative 
-- strongly negative 

 
Environmental business opportunities 
 
All RESs now recognise the environment as a business opportunity and make general 
statements supporting the development of the ‘environmental sector’ policies. Most 
support eco-efficiency, for example: 
 

East of England: ‘Promoting the adoption of resource efficiency and 
environmental good practice principles: 

- raise awareness of existing programmes and co-ordinate the delivery of 
resource productivity advice linked where appropriate to mainstream 
business support 
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- support and encourage the public sector and businesses, particularly 
small to medium sized enterprises, to take up green procurement and 
energy efficient practices up to or beyond the regulatory requirements 

- support methods to increase the take up of certified environmental 
management systems’ 

 
East Midlands: ‘To transform the way we use resources and use and generate 
energy to ensure a sustainable economy, a high quality environment and lessen 
the impact on climate change.’ (One of 10 strategic priorities.) 

 
Several RESs also promote resource efficiency in businesses, primarily as advocacy 
although in some cases through technical support programmes. However these 
measures are all voluntary, and take the form of making best use of opportunities. None 
require eco-efficiency as a condition of support or welcome, let alone set mandatory 
performance levels. 
 
Risk 
 
Nearly half the RESs recognise resource and sustainability issues as presenting risks to 
which more sustainable approaches could offer a solution, for instance: 
 

East Midlands: ‘There have been two key features of the global economy in the last 
few years:  

1. Oil prices increased dramatically during 2004 and remained above $50 per 
barrel throughout 2005, touching $70 per barrel in August 2005. High oil prices 
directly impact on energy intensive production sectors such as utilities, transport 
and agriculture. This also has an indirect effect, through reduced levels of real 
income, on sectors producing discretionary consumer items such as electronics 
and travel…’ 

2. The impact of climate change.... Business in the East Midlands will need to be 
prepared to compete in a ‘low carbon economy’ with the associated taxation and 
legislative changes this may bring about, and an economy in which security of 
energy supply may become increasingly important. As a region we will need to pay 
increasing attention to resource and energy efficiency, including exploiting 
opportunities for alternative sources and new technology development...the 
challenge of global climate change means that we will need to make a profound 
change in the way we use energy and materials.... Moving towards a resource 
efficient low carbon economy represents a huge cultural challenge for consumers 
and producers alike. At the same time, it offers a significant economic opportunity 
for the region in terms of productivity savings, new market opportunities and 
increased economic resilience, as well as potentially ensuring greater control over 
energy supply.’ 

 
South West: ‘The main external risk is cyclical economic volatility as a result of 
global or national economic instability, environmental changes or terrorism. The 
impact of off-shoring and outsourcing are concerns for some manufacturing and 
service industries in the South West.’ (However there is no hint in the South West’s 
strategy that this risk might imply that further increasing the region’s vulnerability 
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exposure by increasing exposure to global markets might not be such a good 
idea.) 

 
Green technology opportunities 
 
Several RESs include commitments to develop particular technologies and/or locations, 
for instance: 

East of England: ’establish an offshore renewables centre at Lowestoft as part of 
the development of the industry supply chain...assist in the development of sites 
and markets for economically viable biofuel production and associated 
technologies (exploiting the region’s large area for potential ‘grown energy’).’ 

North East: ’Energy and the Environment.... The high quality of the industries in the 
North East means that there is a major opportunity to make a difference in the 
short to medium term, as well as establishing the long term viability of the 
industries by businesses becoming world leaders in their respective areas. Key to 
this growth will be the New and Renewable Energy Centre (NaREC), based at 
Blyth in Northumberland. The region’s universities will continue to create innovative 
technologies, and NaREC will give the North East additional competitive advantage 
in attracting research investment, supporting the development of a cluster of 
companies - including major inward investment and international trade 
opportunities – and facilitating the adoption of renewable energy. We have real 
capability in the area of wind power. Wave and tidal power offer perhaps the 
greatest long term scope for the UK, and there are also opportunities to develop 
micro-renewable generation technologies. Given our strengths, we must ensure we 
are in a position to capitalise on these opportunities.’ 

North West: ’The region’s manufacturing base, particularly through its expertise in 
engineering, is well placed to exploit major opportunities in environmental 
technologies and broaden the business base by developing this new growth area. 
This provides a valuable opportunity to integrate the environmental and economic 
themes of sustainable development. Available opportunities are wide ranging but 
there are two key areas, dealing with waste and producing renewable energy, 
where business engagement is critical to effective solutions and where 
opportunities are substantial.’ 

 
Greenhouse gas reduction 
 
Most RESs have solemn statements on the lines of ‘climate change is one of the most 
significant challenges our region faces.’ Most RESs quote the Government public service 
agreement greenhouse gas reduction target. However, in general it is simply stated 
alongside the other public service agreement targets and not related to either explicit 
regional greenhouse gas targets or any actions. Greenhouse gas emissions are 
acknowledged as part of the background context, but not treated as something which 
requires an explicit regional response. Only the South East and Yorkshire and The 
Humber set a specific reduction target of their own.  
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5.5 Limitations that could prevent the aspirations from being realised 
 
Many aspects of RESs directly contradict their environmental sustainability aspirations or 
more indirectly could prevent them from being realised. 
 
A striking feature of much of the RESs’ treatment of sustainability issues is a disconnection 
between sustainability aspirations and their implications and the practical means necessary 
to implement them. For example all RESs seek GVA growth through competitiveness, 
globalisation, productivity, and connectivity. Some of them also call for carbon reductions. 
There is no necessary logical incompatibility between them, but achieving the latter does 
require constraints and conditions on the former. This idea is hardly mentioned.  
 
Sometimes the disconnection amounts to Orwellian doublethink5.  Here are some 
examples. 

East of England: ‘Taking advantage of the opportunities from sustainable airport 
expansion in the region: sustainably develop the potential of the region’s airports to 
support job growth and provide business opportunities, through skills training and 
provision of business infrastructure; support the sustainable expansion of airports 
including proposals progressed as a consequence of the aviation white paper, 
while seeking to minimise the negative environmental and quality of life impacts of 
airport expansions.’ Putting the word ‘sustainable’ in front of the phrase ‘expansion 
of airports’ seems to be expected to make it so. 

North East: ’Key challenges specifically in relation to transport connectivity include: 
.... Establishing improved links to European and global economic centres, primarily 
through air services; adapting to the possible changes in transport mode resulting 
from higher oil prices and the need to mitigate and adapt to climate change where 
possible.’  There appears no understanding that the second requirement stymies 
the first. 

West Midlands: ’The delivery of the Vision in this Strategy requires an international 
airport supporting the regional economy and its businesses. The Future of Air 
Transport White Paper (December 2003) supports the provision of an additional 
runway at Birmingham International Airport to meet the future growth in demand for 
air travel within the region…. Delivering Advantage recognises that over the long 
term, economic growth, social cohesion and environmental protection must go 
hand in hand. Sustainable use of resources will ensure that our current stock of 
natural resources is neither depleted nor polluted by short-term development 
activity.’ 

 
The sense of papering over cracks comes through elsewhere. The North East RSS 
notes that ‘There are many aspects of economic well being which are not completely 
captured by GVA, however GVA is the most accepted measure of economic 
performance, and therefore must remain a key measure of the region’s performance.’  
This rather begs the question that if GVA is known to be an inadequate measure, 
doesn’t this mean it should become less accepted?  

                                                 
5 Doublethink means the power of holding two contradictory beliefs in one's mind simultaneously, 
and accepting both of them. It is an integral concept in George Orwell's dystopian novel Nineteen 
Eighty-Four 
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Doublethink is often supported, or disguised, by tokenism. For example all RSSs call for 
better public surface transport links to airports. This is presented as if it would make a 
significant difference to the (un)sustainability of air travel growth. In fact the amount of 
environmental damage this could save is trivial compared to the damage caused by the 
extra flying. Indeed it is possible that better airport links could increase overall damage if 
making airport transfer easier and cheaper encouraged more people to switch from rail 
to air.  
 
More generally, improving efficiency of resource use is widely assumed to be equivalent 
to reducing resource use, or at least to help achieve it. There is no recognition of the 
possibility that rebound effects (that is, increased efficiency reducing the apparent price 
of resource inputs and leading to greater consumption) could undermine this, or that 
increases in prosperity (promoted by all RESs) could result in consumption growth 
outstripping efficiency improvements.  
 
For example, the Yorkshire and Humber RES promotes ’a real focus on low carbon, 
energy and resource efficient business activity’ but in the same section also promotes a 
’campaign to attract tourists from abroad, as part of a North of England initiative, focused 
on Europe and USA markets.’ It also aims to ‘Promote more international trade and 
exporting’, which could cancel out the positive policy and increase the region’s carbon 
footprint.  
 
 
5.6 Signs of hope 
 
Do the authors of RESs really not notice these contradictions? Or do they think their 
readers won’t notice them? We think this is unlikely. The explanation is likely to be that 
mentioned to us by an RDA officer quite separately from this project:  

’Of course we know that the aviation expansion is incompatible with the climate 
change commitment. But we can’t contradict the Aviation White Paper, and for as 
long as everyone else is seeking business advantage from better air links we can’t 
not do so too. But we can’t ignore national policy on climate change either. So 
really we have no choice but to put the two in side by side, knowing they contradict, 
and hoping someone somewhere will be able to resolve the contradiction, because 
we can’t.’ 

 
Some RESs are seeking to resolve these issues in the future, for instance through welfare-
related economic measures.  
 
Welfare-related economic measures 
 
One region has developed an alternative measure of economic welfare: 
 

East Midlands: ’Our vision is that by 2020, the East Midlands will be a flourishing 
region - with growing and innovative businesses, skilled people in good quality 
jobs, participating in healthy, inclusive communities and living in thriving and 
attractive places. The vision will be measured using the ground-breaking ‘Regional 
Index of Sustainable Economic Wellbeing’, which we have developed to allow 
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progress towards our twin aims of sustainable economic growth and economic 
wellbeing to be monitored… 
 
’We intend, for the first time, to add an additional basket of measures to enable us 
to gauge our progress towards the wider vision of a flourishing region. A 
groundbreaking composite measure of economic wellbeing is included – the 
‘Regional Index of Sustainable Economic Wellbeing’ (Regional ISEW). This 
enables us to take account of factors such as the value of voluntary work, the costs 
of pollution, the quality of the natural environment and the costs of crime. It enables 
the region to measure its aspirations to ensure that economic growth and 
increased productivity are shared for the benefit of the whole region, that 
disparities within the region are being addressed and that our ambitions for 
increasingly cohesive, inclusive and participative communities are being fulfilled....’ 

 

This Regional Index of Sustainable Economic Wellbeing is significantly different from the 
one developed nationally by the New Economics Foundation. It includes international 
competitive position, something not seen as relevant to welfare by the New Economics 
Foundation (and a throwback to the rather blunt aims to do better than the rest of 
Europe, which were common in regional strategies a few years ago). The regional index 
also has an upward trend, while the national Index of Sustainable Economic Wellbeing 
line flattens out.   

 
The South East RES aims to ’Adopt the Regional Index of Sustainable Wellbeing as an 
additional indicator of sustainable prosperity’. The South West has put up a marker on 
the same issue, ’Our Vision will be realised when the South West has developed an 
economy where: prosperity is measured by wellbeing as well as economic wealth’, 
although there is nothing anywhere else in the document to suggest how this might be 
done. 
 
Opening wider debates 
 
The South West RES also proposes that regional partners should start a dialogue on 
five of the most critical issues facing the region’s economy: economic growth within 
environmental limits, population, energy, regional leadership and competitive threats and 
opportunities from globalisation.  

South West RES: ’It is proposed that regional partners start an open and creative 
dialogue on five of the most critical issues facing the region’s economy…. The SW 
Debates will involve a clear scoping of the theme and the identification of research 
questions; commissioning both desk and primary research to discover best 
practice and identify options for debate; a series of major events involving a broad 
range of partners within and beyond the South West. A final event will be held to 
explore how these key issues might influence and affect each other; and to show 
where there is agreement on a way forward.’   

The scoping report for the South West’s workshop on environmental limits hints at some 
of the real issues, for instance: 

‘This analysis might explore (for example) the extent to which business needs to 
export to find new markets - or whether the markets exist in the region but are 
simply not being accessed. Similarly, the analysis might explore whether business 
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and consumers import goods and services because there are no regional suppliers 
– or whether those suppliers exist but are not serving local markets.’   

Albeit framed in safe terms of market opportunities, it is still a significant step forward. 
The option of restricting economic growth is also actively considered:   

‘The possible consequences for growth and wealth generation in the region if it 
were to reduce the eco-footprint by simply reducing economic activity.’  

 
The approach used in the South West should be given credit. However it acts as a 
delaying tactic, deferring big issues for subsequent revisions of the RES.  
 
Conditions to resolve incompatibilities 
 
Several RESs propose conditions to help resolve seemingly incompatible objectives. For 
instance: 

North East: ’Regional partners must continue to work towards a low carbon 
economy, tackling carbon emissions through resource efficiency modelling and 
carbon offsetting of major developments, such as the proposed airport expansion.’  

 
The draft further alterations to the London Plan follow a similar approach. However, we 
wonder if the regional planners realise just how much offsetting – and how much 
expense – this would involve. We might speculate that these approaches – setting 
defensible and reasonable sounding conditions that cannot in practice be met – might be 
a tactical response to the problem of being pulled in incompatible directions.  
 
Image 
 
Although it is far from rigorous, the choice of illustrations in RESs provides some hope. 
The RESs project a strikingly similar image, and one that has much more to do with 
quality of life than with business. From the images, it could be concluded that England is 
a land of rugged, tranquil, open country, atmospheric historic quarters, gleaming new 
signature buildings and wind farms; that white middle aged men in suits are seriously 
underrepresented in entrepreneurial business compared to all other social, racial and 
demographic groups; and that people spend most of their time in culture, sport and 
strolling about in the permanent sunshine.  
 
All eight of the RESs with significant pictures (London’s has only a handful) have at least 
one each of a picturesque craft industry, a characterful historic area and a scientist in a 
laboratory. Seven feature at least one new signature building and a wild, tranquil open 
landscape. Six show a glamorous young woman using a laptop in some informal setting, 
and five show at least one wind turbine. 
 
If this leisured, outdoor, unmaterialistic lifestyle is how the regions wish to be seen, the 
contrast with most people’s experience of work – dominated by time spent in offices, 
cars and increasingly planes to generate ever more GVA – should perhaps provoke 
questions about whether the economic development path the RESs are promoting is 
consistent with the version of the good life they are depicting.  
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5.7 Conclusions 
 
All the RESs recognise that the environmental sustainability agenda, and especially 
policies to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, will present businesses with both 
challenges to improve their efficiency of energy and resource use, and reduce waste and 
greenhouse gas emissions while at the same time it will present opportunities to gain 
competitive advantage. These opportunities will include the development and sale of 
goods and services which other businesses will need to meet the agenda.  
 
Some RESs already have well advanced programmes for developing green business 
sectors based on regional strengths and opportunities, while others are still at the stage 
of general statements of intent. Compared to even a few years ago, though, the 
development of interest and commitment is impressive and heartening. 
 
However, this work is proceeding within an overall policy, laid down by Government, of 
seeking GVA growth through competitiveness. Environmental sustainability is treated as 
a business sector to be grown, and a tool of competition. Even where environmental 
sustainability is recognised rhetorically as a precondition for the success of social or 
economic policies, the logic is not followed through to acknowledging that environmental 
limits impose constraints on business activity. The environment is still being treated as a 
subset of the economy, not the other way round. 
 
The RESs are promoting eco-efficiency. But using energy and resources more efficiently 
is not enough to ensure that consumption goes down, let alone that it goes down far and 
fast enough for environmental security. The tensions are particularly acute between 
sustainability related aims and the aspiration of every RES to improve its region’s 
competitiveness by promoting and exploiting expansion of road and air transport.  
 
Thus the RESs show similar problems to those already identified for RSSs, that is 
nascent positive response to environmental sustainability hamstrung by requirements for 
consistency with national policies, which are themselves inconsistent with each other 
and with sustainability. 
 
From other work we know some RDA staff are acutely aware of the contradictions. Some 
RESs are starting to resolve these contradictions through developing alternative 
indicators of economic progress or initiating debates to inform future RES revisions. But 
so far this work seems too cautious, tentative and exceptional to resolve the problems. 
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6.  CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
6.1 Introduction 
 
This report shows that the Regional Assemblies and RDAs are aware of many of the big 
issues and challenges involved in delivering environmental sustainability. Many caring 
and very able people have spent immense amounts of time and effort in producing 
regional strategies and assessing their sustainability. Our research, and our interviews in 
particular, have shown that these same people are aware of the conflicts, tensions and 
inconsistencies of their respective regional strategies and many have tried to make them 
as acceptable as possible within the scope that they have. Yet previous chapters 
identified that:  

1. the resulting regional strategies are not environmentally sustainable;  
2. reasons for this include the regional strategies’ limited remit, the UK’s general 

pro-growth paradigm, a lack of joined-up national policy, pressures from the sub-
regions, competition from other regions, and regional planners’ eroded self-
confidence; and  

3. despite their variable quality, SAs do generally clearly identify the sustainability 
consequences of the strategies, but they still only result in slight tweaks to the 
strategies to make them a bit less environmentally unsustainable.   

 
This chapter makes recommendations for how the spatial planning system, the national 
policy system that supports spatial planning, and SA can be improved so as to improve 
the environmental sustainability and deliverability of the spatial strategies. 
 
6.2 Focus and powers of regional strategies  
 
Although the current regions may not present the perfect level for decision making or 
their boundaries drawn up in the most coherent way (arguably with the exception of 
London, which probably is), they are at a useful scale for spatial planning. In terms of 
environmental sustainability, they can allow national-level constraints and aspirations to 
be implemented at a more internally coherent, locally responsive and manageable level; 
and they can identify and manage the cumulative impacts of sub-regional strategies. 
However, at present, the regional strategies don’t seem to make optimal use of their 
regional scale. Instead, they feel like an amalgam of repetitions of national policies and 
loosely reined-in sub-regional strategies.  
 
Regional strategies should more clearly identify, focus on, and manage for 
regional-level objectives and problems. In terms of environmental sustainability, these 
include water resource constraints (a problem in the South East but not the North East, 
for instance); the biodiversity resource (for example, rich and diverse in the South West 
but relatively low in the East Midlands); and options for renewable energy (such as wind 
in some part of the country, biofuels in others). These factors should more clearly 
influence how and where housing is provided, accessibility is enhanced, and natural 
resources are used.   
 
Government should be clearer about what a regional justification for not applying 
national policy is. Regional planners need to reconcile and give a regional-level, spatial 
expression to national-level policies. However, as is clearly shown in this report and 
supported by other reports (Sustainable Development Commission, 2005, for example), 
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this reconciliation is not always possible, because national policy is inconsistent and 
because the remit of regional strategies is too limited to allow them to reconcile these 
inconsistencies. One such justification should be, if regions can show that by 
adhering to such policies they would not be able to stay within environmental 
limits.   
 
Regional planners should pay more attention to the development, contents, and 
environmental sustainability of sub-regional strategies/policies. This report has 
shown that sub-regional policies are developed in a much more political way from 
regional ones; are assessed less soundly; and are often less environmentally 
sustainable. 
 
6.3 Role of national government 
 
Regional strategies need to be underpinned by more consistent, environmentally 
sustainable national policies. In England at present there is an incompatibility. For 
instance, because energy is relatively cheap, energy costs (especially, but not only 
aviation fuel) do not reflect social preferences for a stable climate. Companies seeking to 
compete use energy profligately, and any public policy interventions designed to make 
companies use energy more frugally will add to their costs and reduce their 
competitiveness. 
 
This report’s findings are supported by recent reports by the Sustainable Development 
Commission (2006, 2005) which found that most government departments are only just 
starting to establish the necessary processes and infrastructure to support an integrated 
and embedded approach to sustainable development. The commission’s reports also 
showed that those departments effectively lock in unsustainable trends and policies, 
thereby heavily influencing regional government activities and creating policy 
frameworks that make it very difficult for regional government to pursue sustainable 
development goals. 
 
The Government should acknowledge that some of its objectives are simply not 
compatible. These include the conflicting objectives of airport growth and climate 
change reduction; individuals’ choice of schools and reduced rush-hour congestion; 
rapid growth in the Thames Gateway and reduced flood risk; a significant increase in 
population in the South East and straightforward management of the water resource. 
The current planning framework gives regional planners neither the tools nor the self-
confidence to resolve these contradictions. The Government should either give a 
clear hierarchy of priorities – with climate change near the top – to provide rules 
for regional planners to interpret and implement their policies; or formally allow 
regions to establish these priorities.  
 
The Government should provide clear and unambiguous support for regional-level 
planners. Government decisions on issues such as where to locate the new super-
casinos, how many new homes should be required by RSSs and how much weight to 
give to Kate Barker’s Review of Land Use Planning, should take greater account of 
RSSs and RESs, and give more weight to regional governments’ aspirations.   
 
The Secretary of State should identify any cumulative negative impacts of the 
RSSs and put in place measures to counter them. Taken together, regional strategies 
can have significant cumulative impacts even if one region has only limited impacts. 
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Tables 2.3 and 2.4 suggest, for instance, that the RSSs together have significant 
impacts on air travel, road travel, water demand and tranquillity; and that one region’s 
negative impacts are not cancelled out by another region’s positive impacts. The 
Government does not seem to have a mechanism for identifying or managing these 
cumulative impacts, but it should (SDC, 2005). Alternatively, regions should be 
allowed to derogate from national policy if they can show that, cumulatively, their 
regional strategies will have a significant negative impact on sustainability. 
 
We are not aware of any national-level actions to ensure that RSSs are consistent 
with one another. The Secretary of State should establish a mechanism to ensure 
that this is the case. 
 
6.4 Sustainability appraisal of regional strategies 
 
New-style SAs of regional strategies have been required for more than two years, and all 
of the RSSs and RESs have been subject to at least a first round of SA. To date, the 
emphasis in SA has been firmly on just getting it done, on time, to a level that will not 
result in a legal challenge. However, there is clearly a difference between legally-
compliant SA and effective SA. The former does not guarantee the latter. 
 
SA frameworks should include a limited number of centrally agreed, quantitative, 
truly sustainable objectives, for instance those in Table 2.1. SA frameworks for 
regional strategies should focus on region-specific issues and problems in 
particular. 

 
The SAs of sub-regional strategies and policies should be as rigorous as those for 
regional-level policies. Although the sub-regional level planners and stakeholders 
should be involved in the assessment, there should be a clear element of independence 
from the beginning, not just in drawing the sub-regional assessment findings together. 
Enough time should be set aside so that the assessment of sub-regional strategies can 
be carried out effectively, and in such a way as to influence the development of the 
strategies. 
 
As is required by legislation, the level of detail of assessment should be proportional 
to detail of plan. If regional or sub-regional strategies include reference to specific 
projects, the SA should assess the sustainability impact of those individual projects.   
 
There should be a reconsideration of how SEA is integrated into the SA process. 
For instance whether some environmental issues should be quantified; what justification 
is appropriate for balancing environmental costs and social or economic benefits; and 
what types of environment-led alternatives should be considered in SA. 
 
The SA process and results should be subject to an independent review to ensure 
its rigour and independence. This should not be a huge apparatus of accreditation, but 
rather a confirmation that the job has been done thoroughly and well. It could be carried 
out by, for example, another Regional Assembly or the Sustainable Development 
Commission, possibly using the ODPM’s (2005) SA quality review checklist. 
 
To help ensure that SA findings are taken fully into consideration during the RSS/RES 
process, Regional Assemblies and RDAs should be required to justify non-
compliance with major SA recommendations. Regulation 16.3 of the Environmental 
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Assessment of Plans and Programmes Regulations already requires planning authorities 
to document how they integrated environmental considerations into their plan, and how 
the environmental report and consultation comments on it were taken into account in 
decision-making. However, this only needs to be done after the plan has been adopted, 
which is too late for it to have any influence. Including this kind of documentation within 
the SA should help ensure that the SA findings are fully taken into account. 
 
To help ensure that SA findings are fully considered during the EiP, SA consultants 
could be required to include a letter to the EIP panel within their report. The letter 
would make recommendations for the EiP to consider any areas where they are 
concerned that SA recommendations have not been taken on board. The panel 
could be required to consider this in choosing matters to discuss. Furthermore, 
the consultants’ remit could include a clause requiring them to attend the EiP if 
the panel required it, with the planning body paying for this attendance. More 
generally, to support the rigour and independence of the SA process, Government 
guidance should confirm that the role of SA consultants is that of independent 
assessor and (at EiP) independent expert witnesses, not lobbyists who act on 
behalf of plan authors.    
 
6.5 Conclusions 
 
Action by the Government

1. The Government should either give a clear hierarchy of priorities – with climate 
change a top imperative – to provide rules for regional planners to interpret and 
implement their policies; or formally allow regions to establish these priorities. 
This should be achieved through a review of its planning policy statement 
PPS11: Regional Spatial Strategies to establish the hierarchy of priorities and 
give clear guidance on when and how regions can depart from national policy. 
Alternatively, Regional Assemblies could be given the powers and resources to 
establish their own priorities.  

2. Clearer and more unambiguous support for regional-level planners, particularly 
those of the Regional Planning Bodies, should be provided by the Government. 
Examples of not providing this support are the New Growth Point initiative and 
the decision about where to locate the first super-casino. Mechanisms should be 
established to ensure that relevant government departments and bodies work 
with regional planners. This could be a role for an enhanced Regional 
Coordination Unit within the Department for Communities and Local Government 
(DCLG). 

3. The Secretary of State should identify any cumulative negative impacts of the 
RSSs and put in place measures to counter them. Alternatively, regions should 
be allowed to derogate from national policy if they can show that, in combination 
with other regions, their regional strategies will have a significant negative impact 
on sustainability or delay the time when sustainable policies and practice will be 
in place. Proper resourcing of, and a clearly defined remit for, the Regional 
Coordination Unit (as suggested by the recent report of the Communities and 
Local Government Committee [2007]) would assist with the identification of 
cumulative impacts. The Sustainable Development Commission should be given 
a clear role to assess cumulative impacts and propose measures to counter 
them. 
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4. We are not aware of any national-level actions to ensure that RSSs are 
consistent with one another. The Secretary of State should establish a 
mechanism to ensure that this is the case. Again, proper resourcing of the 
Regional Coordination Unit could address this. Greater scrutiny of the work of 
Regional Assemblies and Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) by Parliament 
may also be needed. 

5. Government guidance should confirm that the role of SA consultants is that of 
independent assessor and (at EiP) independent expert witnesses, not lobbyists 
who act on behalf of plan authors. A full review of practice of SA with respect to 
regional plans and updating of the guidance in PPS11 is required. The review of 
PPS11 should also include clarification of the SA consultants’ role. 

 
Action by Regional Assemblies and RDAs 

6. Regional strategies should more clearly identify, focus on, and manage for 
regional-level objectives and problems. The Communities and Local Government 
Committee report (2007) stated that ’real change will require the devolution of 
real power’. Regional Assemblies need the powers and resources to be able to 
focus on distinctive regional issues and deliver their policy objectives. 

7. Regional planners should focus more on the development, content, and 
environmental sustainability of sub-regional strategies/policies. Again this is 
partly a resourcing issue. Regional Planning Bodies do not currently have the 
resources to work with sub-regional stakeholders in a way which ensures that 
sub-regional strategies fully integrate with the RSS. Stakeholders themselves 
also need adequate resources to fully engage in the plan making process. 
Allocation of resources for this should be made to Regional Assemblies and local 
authorities via the Comprehensive Spending Review. 

8. Regional Assemblies and RDAs should subject the SAs of their strategies to an 
independent review to ensure their rigour and independence. This is a role that 
could be fulfilled by the Sustainable Development Commission, or jointly by the 
Environment Agency and Natural England. 

9. Regional Assemblies and RDAs should be required to justify non-compliance 
with major SA recommendations. This should be addressed in the review of 
PPS11. 

 
Action by sustainability appraisal practitioners 

10. SA frameworks should include a limited number of centrally agreed, quantitative, 
truly sustainable objectives; where qualitative judgments are unavoidable. A 
clear, consistent approach which all regions have to follow should be promoted.   
SA frameworks for regional strategies should focus on region-specific issues and 
problems in particular; 

11. The SA of sub-regional strategies and policies should be as rigorous as those for 
regional-level policies. 

12. The level of detail of SAs should be proportional to the detail of plan.  
13. There should be clearer guidance on how SEAs can be integrated in SA. 
14. SA consultants could be required to include in their SA report a letter to the EiP 

panel making recommendations for the EiP to consider any areas where it is 
concerned that SA recommendations have not been taken on board. The panel 
could be required to consider this in choosing matters to discuss. Furthermore, 
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the consultants’ remit could include a clause requiring them to attend the EiP if 
the panel required it, with the planning body paying for this attendance. 

Updating government guidance on SA combined with adequate funding through the 
current Spending Review to make sure that Regional Planning Bodies and sub-
regional stakeholders are properly resourced and directed could address these 
issues. There is also a role for the Planning Inspectorate in making best use of SA 
reports and promoting best practice. 
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APPENDIX A: ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY OF RSSs 
See Table 2.1 for key 
 
East of England 
topic what the RSS says policy 
air transport airport growth is ’supported to the maximum capacity’ of the existing 

Luton and Stansted runways, with modest expansion at Norwich and 
Southend 

E14 

road 
transport 

conflicting policies. For example, the RTS objectives give a clear priority 
to increased travel by more sustainable modes and some RTS policies 
promote demand management measures, but other policies call for the 
improvement of the strategic and regional road network 

SS6, 
T1, T6, 
T8, 
T14-15 

building 
standards 

calls for efficient use of land, building ’at the highest possible net density 
commensurate with an assessment of the character of the locality’, 
promotion of resource efficiency, and ‘more sustainable construction’ 

SS16 

carbon 
dioxide 
emissions 

local development documents are expected to promote energy efficiency 
through sustainable design and construction  

ENV8 

renewable 
energy 

new renewable power generation should meet targets equivalent to 14% 
of total electricity consumption in the region (or 10% excluding offshore 
wind) by 2010; and 44% (17% excluding offshore wind) by 2020 

ENV2 

water 
resources 

aims to ‘ensure that rates of development do not exceed the capacity of 
existing water supply systems or, where relevant, proceed ahead of 
essential planned improvements that will increase the supply’. Water 
conservation measures and promotion of public awareness are 
supported     

ENV9 
 
 
 
 

biodiversity restoration and re-establishment of habitats and species populations in 
line with biodiversity action plans and regional biodiversity targets are 
promoted, as well as ’identifying and safeguarding areas for habitat 
restoration and re-establishment, in particular large-scale (greater than 
200 ha) habitat restoration areas’ 

ENV3 
 

sustainability 
generally 

mentions environmental conservation and quality of life in the first policy, 
but no coordinated approach to this, for instance footprints 

SS1 

 
 
East Midlands 
topic what the RSS says policy 
air transport further operational expansion of the Nottingham East Midlands Airport is 

supported ‘within its boundaries subject to rigorous assessment of the 
full range of impacts’; also support for ’the existing role of smaller 
airports/aerodromes where this is consistent with local amenity’ 

54 

road 
transport 

aims to ’achieve a progressive reduction in the rate of traffic growth in 
the East Midlands to at least zero by the end of the Plan Period’. It calls 
for fiscal measures to reduce car usage to be explored   

43, 44, 
45 

building 
standards 

BREEAM rating of at least ‘very good’ expected for new development 3 

carbon 
dioxide 
emissions 

wants a reduction in the need for energy to be secured through the 
location of development, site layout, etc. ’Operational carbon neutrality’ 
should be promoted ‘wherever practical’  

3, 38 
 
 

renewable 
energy 

aims to achieve the indicative regional targets: 2010 6.4%, 2020 23%, 
2025 24% 

App. 5 

water 
resources 

sets a regional target for water efficiency in new developments of 25%. 
Aims to ’reduce unsustainable abstraction from watercourses and 
aquifers to sustainable levels’ 

32 
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biodiversity aims to achieve a ‘step change’ increase in the level of the region’s 
biodiversity with ’net gains’, through the management and extension of 
habitats 

1, 28 

sustainability 
generally 

recognises ’the limits to the capacity of the environment to accept further 
development without irreversible damage’ and promotes monitoring of 
environmental infrastructure ‘to ensure that its capacity to accommodate 
change is not breached’ 

1, 27 

 
 
London 
topic what the RSS says policy 
air transport notes that further runway capacity in the South East will be required to 

meet London’s needs, including those within the Thames Gateway 
regeneration area 

3C6 

road transport aims ’from 2001 to 2011 to: reduce weekday traffic by 15% in central 
London; achieve zero growth across the rest of inner London; reduce 
growth in outer London by a third, and seek zero growth in outer 
London town centres’. It supports a 50% increase in public transport 
capacity and tight rules for new road schemes  

2A.1,  
3C.1, 
3C.5,  
3C.9,  
3C.15-
22 

building 
standards 

aims to accommodate all planned growth within existing areas without 
loss of valuable open space though densification and intensification 

2A.1,  
4B.6 

carbon 
dioxide 
emissions 

promotes reduction of carbon dioxide emissions through energy 
efficiency, renewables, integration of land use and transport policy, and 
assessment of the energy demand of proposed major developments 

4A.7, 
4A.8,  
4A.15 

renewable 
energy 

encourages all forms of renewable energy where appropriate and 
supports the development of at least one large wind power scheme in 
London 

4A.7- 
4A.10 

water 
resources 

aims to ensure that water resources are available for London’s long-
term needs. Supports rainwater harvesting, greywater recycling etc 

4A.11 
 

biodiversity new development and regeneration should ’have regard’ to nature 
conservation and biodiversity and ’opportunities should be taken to 
achieve positive gains’ 

3D.2 
 

sustainability 
generally 

encourages the demand for environmental goods and services 3B.11 

 
 
 
 
North East 
topic what the RSS says policy 
air transport supports the ’sustainable expansion’ of the region’s airports to cater for 

anticipated growth to 10 million passengers per year at Newcastle 
Airport and 3 million at Durham-Tees Valley Airport by 2016. Supports 
’maintaining frequent services to London Heathrow’  

6, 7, 
12, 21 
 

road transport seeks to ’improve and enhance the internal and external connectivity 
and accessibility of the North East’ through management of travel 
demand, reducing the need to travel, ’maximising the potential’ of 
strategic transport infrastructure to support regional economic growth 
and regeneration 

11 

building 
standards 

requires new development to achieve BREEAM and Eco-Homes very 
good or excellent rating. New developments are expected to meet the 
Energy Efficiency Best Practice Standard and conform to the Code for 
Sustainable Homes 

39 

 67



carbon 
dioxide 
emissions 

states that new developments should be located and designed to 
minimise energy consumption 

39 

renewable 
energy 

aims to facilitate the generation of at least 10% of the region’s 
consumption of electricity from renewable sources within the region by 
2010; and aspires to achieve 20% of regional consumption by 2020 

40 

water 
resources 

RSS refers to the region’s abundant water resources from Kielder 
water; no mention of management of water resources 

 

biodiversity wants key biodiversity resources to be returned to viable levels by 
reversing habitat fragmentation and species, developing habitat 
creation/restoration projects, linking existing habitats and species 
populations etc 

9, 24, 
35 

sustainability 
generally 

initial sustainable development policy lists environmental alongside 
social and economic objectives 

2 

 
 
 
North West 
topic what the RSS says policy 
air transport supports ’the economic activity generated and sustained by the 

region’s airports’, citing their importance as key economic drivers   
RT3 

road transport transport investment/management priorities are, in order of importance, 
‘improving transport safety and security; maintaining existing transport 
networks and assets; making best use of existing transport networks 
and assets [including] incentives to change travel behaviour and 
reduce private car use; and targeted investment...’ 

RT2, 
RT6, 
RT8 

building 
standards 

new homes are to be built to Lifetime Homes and Code for Sustainable 
Homes standards 

L4 

carbon 
dioxide 
emissions 

supports the development of policies to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions, minimisation of energy consumption and demand, and 
maximum energy efficiency 

DP1, 
EM16 

renewable 
energy 

says that by 2010 at least 10% (rising to at least 15% by 2015 and at 
least 20% by 2020) of the electricity supplied in the North West should 
be provided from renewable energy sources 

EM17 

water 
resources 

states that development should be phased to reflect existing water 
supply capacity unless new infrastructure can be provided ahead of 
development without environmental harm. It states that new and, 
where possible, existing developments should be water efficient 

EM5 

biodiversity seeks to deliver a ‘step-change’ increase in biodiversity, and delivery of 
biodiversity action plans and regional biodiversity targets. It wants new 
regional parks to be formed. Includes a map showing the greatest 
opportunities for achieving biodiversity targets   

RDF4 
EM1 
EM4 

sustainability 
generally, 
ecological 
footprint 

promotes identification of ’elements of environmental, social and 
economic ‘capital’ where there is a presumption against any harm 
arising from development’. Development is expected to ‘protect and 
enhance the quality of life and should not result in a net loss of any of 
the key benefits and services’ 

DP1 
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South East 
topic what the RSS says policy 
air transport supports the development of Gatwick and Heathrow Airports ’within 

currently agreed levels of growth’, and Southampton and Kent 
International Airports as airports of regional significance 

T9 

road transport contains conflicting policies, for example the ’rebalancing of the 
transport system in favour of non-car modes.... Foster and promote an 
improved and integrated network of public transport services.... 
Investment in upgrading the transport system should be prioritised to 
support...the function of the region’s international gateways and inter-
regional movement corridors’ 

CC8b,  
T1, T5, 
T6, T7 

building 
standards 

promotes sustainable construction standards, including energy and 
water efficiency standards that exceed building regulations and reflect 
best practice 

CC2,  
CC4, 
M4 

carbon 
dioxide 
emissions 

a reduction in the region’s carbon dioxide emissions by at least 20% 
below 1990 levels by 2010 and 25% by 2015 is to be achieved through, 
for example, resource efficiency and behavioural change. A target for 
2026 will be developed by 2011 

CC2,  
EN1,  
EN2 

renewable 
energy 

contains minimum regional targets for electricity generation from 
renewable sources: 2010 5.5%, 2016 8%, 2020 10%, 2026 16% 

EN3 

water 
resources 

promotes twin-track approach of demand management and water 
resource development. It wants to see the rate and location of 
development in step with current and planned water supply. It asks that 
development that would use significant quantities of water to be very 
water efficient 

NRM1, 
NRM2 

biodiversity states that net biodiversity loss should be avoided, and net gain 
actively pursued by, for instance, avoiding damage to wildlife sites, and 
large-scale habitat restoration  

NRM4 

sustainability 
generally 

says the region’s ecological footprint should be stabilised and then 
reduced through increased resource efficiency in new and existing 
development and behavioural change   

CC3 

 
 
 
South West 
topic what the RSS says policy 
air transport sa ys the region’s airports ’should meet an increasing proportion of 

regional demand for air travel to reduce ‘leakage’ to other regions and 
the London airports’ 

TR9 

road transport contains conflicting policies. For example, demand management, ‘step 
change’ in the prioritisation of public transport provision, as well as 
management/improvement of the M4 and M5 as the main inter-regional 
link to London and the Midlands, and a second strategic route from 
London using the A303/A358 

TR1,  
TR2, 
TR3 

building 
standards 

wants new and refurbished buildings to achieve BREEAM and Eco-
homes very good standard, or at least Level 3 above minimum building 
standards in the Code for Sustainable Homes. Larger scale 
developments should meet Level 5 of the Code for Sustainable Homes, 
including carbon neutrality 

G 

CO2 
emissions 

says greenhouse gas emissions should be reduced at least in line with 
current national targets, that is, by 30% by 2026 compared to 1990 
levels 

SD2, G 

renewable 
energy 

targets set: by 2010 a minimum target of 509 to 611 MWe (Megawatt 
[electric]); and by 2020 a minimum target of 850 MWe which will help to 
provide at least 20% of the region’s electricity demands 
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water 
resources 

states that rates of planned development should not exceed the 
capacity of the existing water supply system and should not proceed 
ahead of essential planned improvements to this system 

RE6 

biodiversity says habitats and species should be maintained and enhanced in line 
with national targets and the South West Regional Biodiversity Action 
Plan. A nature map helps to identify opportunities for biodiversity 
enhancement 

ENV1, 
ENV4 

sustainability 
generally 

promotes assessment of how new developments, regeneration areas 
and major refurbishments contribute to stabilising and reducing the 
region’s ecological footprint 

SD1 

 
 
West Midlands 
topic what the RSS says policy 
air transport says Birmingham International Airport should be developed ’to increase 

the extent to which it serves a wider range of global destinations’. 
Additional passenger terminal facilities and an extension to the main 
runway will be required. Proposals for airport expansion must 
demonstrate that unavoidable harm will be reduced through mitigation; 
where harm cannot be avoided or mitigated, it should be compensated 
for 

T11 

road transport focuses on improving ‘transport accessibility’ within and across the 
region 

PA1,  
T1-9 

building 
standards 

promotes the creation of high quality built environments, incorporating 
sustainability considerations such as energy and water efficiency, use 
of renewable energy etc 

QE3 

carbon 
dioxide 
emissions 

states that energy demands from development/improvement should be 
minimised by encouraging the use of sustainable construction 
techniques, energy efficient design, passive solar gain etc 

EN2,  
QE3 

renewable 
energy 

encourages proposals for the use of renewable energy resources EN1 

water 
resources 

promotes water demand management and conservation of supply 
through, for example local recycling of water and multiple use of water 
resources. The timing and location of development should respect 
constraints on water resources 

QE9 

biodiversity promotes the maintenance and enhancement of the region’s wider 
biodiversity resources, as well as achievement of the West Midlands’ 
minimum share of the UK biodiversity action plan targets 

QE7 

sustainability 
generally 

aims to protect and, where possible, enhance irreplaceable assets 
which are of fundamental importance to the region’s overall 
environmental quality. I However, iontains no overall regional emphasis 
on sustainability 

QE1 
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Yorkshire and Humber 
topic what the RSS says policy 
air transport sees airports as economic drivers and supports significant 

development linked to Robin Hood, Doncaster, and Sheffield Airports. 
It expects airport proposals to ’fully meet the principles of sustainable 
development as demonstrated through a sustainability appraisal setting 
economic and social benefits against local and global environmental 
impacts’ 

SY1, 
E1,  
T6 

road transport contains inconsistent policies, for example, ’Support innovative means 
of accessing and delivering services...facilitate a reduction in travel 
demand...[have a] presumption against increasing highway capacity.... 
Secure excellent road, rail and air links between the sub area and the 
rest of the UK and beyond....’ 

YH7,  
E7,  
SY1,  
T1-5,  
T9 

building 
standards 

contains no real requirements. Supports sustainable construction as a 
business opportunity 

E1 

carbon 
dioxide 
emissions 

states greenhouse gas emissions should be reduced by at least 20% 
below 1990 levels by 2010 and 25% by 2015, through increased urban 
density, better energy efficiency etc 

YH2,  
ENV5 

renewable 
energy 

wants to increase installed renewable energy capacity to at least 708 
MW (9.4% of the region’s consumption) by 2010 and to 1862 MW 
(22.5%) by 2021 

ENV5 

water 
resources 

promotes water efficiency and safeguarding of water resources and 
water efficiency. Says development in the water-stressed Sherwood 
Sandstone aquifer should be minimised   

ENV2-
3 

biodiversity aims to safeguard and enhance biodiversity and geological heritage, 
and ensure that the natural environment functions as an integrated 
network of habitats 

ENV7-
8 

sustainability 
generally 

‘raise environmental quality’ is one of seven main aims for the RSS, but 
no coordinated approach to this, for example, footprints 

YH1 
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	The Cabinet Office Strategy Unit’s (2002) report Life satisfaction: the state of knowledge and implications for government includes Figure 1.1 below. This suggests that the economic growth that has taken place in recent decades in the UK has not improved life satisfaction at all. 
	 
	 
	5.2 The remit of RESs  
	 
	 
	5.3 RES mentions of environmental sustainability concepts 
	 
	 Table 5.1, a rough count of the occurrences of some selected words and phrases in RESs, shows that the language of sustainability is now pervasive.   
	RES pages
	Environmental business opportunities 
	Risk 
	Green technology opportunities 
	Greenhouse gas reduction 
	5.5 Limitations that could prevent the aspirations from being realised 
	 
	Many aspects of RESs directly contradict their environmental sustainability aspirations or more indirectly could prevent them from being realised. 
	A striking feature of much of the RESs’ treatment of sustainability issues is a disconnection between sustainability aspirations and their implications and the practical means necessary to implement them. For example all RESs seek GVA growth through competitiveness, globalisation, productivity, and connectivity. Some of them also call for carbon reductions. There is no necessary logical incompatibility between them, but achieving the latter does require constraints and conditions on the former. This idea is hardly mentioned.  
	 
	5.6 Signs of hope 
	 
	Some RESs are seeking to resolve these issues in the future, for instance through welfare-related economic measures.  
	Welfare-related economic measures 

	One region has developed an alternative measure of economic welfare: 
	Opening wider debates 
	Conditions to resolve incompatibilities 





