TENP's response to PCC's Sustainability Appraisal Scoping Report.
 

Michelle
 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the SA Scoping report. The comments listed below are those discussed and agreed by The Environmental Network for Pembrokeshire (TENP) Trustees. We hope they are useful.
 

We would welcome the opportunity for further discussions on SD policy in the County at a future date.
Comments on the LDP & CP Sustainability Appraisal and Strategic Environmental Assessment Scoping Report.
 

Whilst generally supporting the breadth of the SA scoping report TENP would like to make the following observations;
 

 

1) The report fails to introduce the context in which the study is being carried out, namely the increasing concerns about the nature and form of unsustainable development and the likely and probable adverse impacts (e.g. climate change, food and  fuel insecurity, bio-diversity loss, etc). In other words the subject and significance of the report is not presented.
 

2)  The first sentence of para 2.4  is critical and we wish to make 3 related points;
 

a) we would suggest that a clear explanation should follow, in particular PCC should consider whether the phrase "to promote sustainable development" is sufficient or whether the specific phrase 'The purpose of the SA is to promote a Sustainable Pembrokeshire' is more appropriate and gives support to increasing the level of sustainability throughout the County by developing sustainable policies, plans and action and assessing and amending existing unsustainable policies and practices.
 

b) The first sentence in para 2.4 should precede the SA objectives in para 1.3.1 in order to provide context.     
 

c) The nature and definition of sustainability adopted by the County Council is not clearly presented or discussed. TENP has adopted the definition and 5 principles developed by the UK Government and promoted by the UK Sustainable Development Commission (UKSDC) as we find that these provide a useful framework assessing and developing policy. The UKSDC is also promoting an advice note on Community Planning and we would urge the County Council to consider this especially as this was developed and published by WAG with the support of the UKSDC. Without a clear statement of what sustainability is it is difficult to select criteria against which the LDP and CP can be judged. Without this clarity there is a danger that the concept of sustainability will fall into disrepute as ambiguous and meaning everything and anything. TENP trustees feel that a more analytically disciplined approach is needed in order to develop and promote a clear understanding of concepts and terminology. This request is consistent with one stated purpose of the Sustainability Appraisal which is to 'promote Sustainable Development'. 
 

3) The report does not , as the WAG/UKSDC advice note suggests it should, consider the dynamic inter-relationship between economic, environmental and social objectives and policies and the  current impact of local policies, it simply says that 'objectives should be balanced between the economic, social an environment ', page 15, but this is not explained. The WAG/UKSDC advice note points out that there is a tendency for decision makers to  make 'trade-offs' between conflicting objective but that this is no longer an appropriate response and that integration is required whereby all actions are environmentally, socially and economically sustainable  and thereby sustainability will be achieved . Clearly there are tensions between these three categories of policies and this has to be understood before SA criteria can be set. The WAG/UKSDC advice refers to these tensions and advocates that they are recognised and then resolved through debate.   For example, what is the link and what tensions arise between policies to promote ‘economic growth' (measured in GDP terms, presumably)  and  social policy to reduce poverty and debt, and climate change ?. The UK has seen growth in GDP but consumer debt is outstripping annual earnings and Pembrokeshire has a significant number of people experiencing deprivation and low income (Joseph Rowntree Research) in spite of massive EU investment and a series of major capital projects. Bio-diversity loss and threats to landscapes and the coastline is a key concern of local environmental groups and the tourist industry and the EU has called for a 'de-coupling' of economic development from adverse environmental impacts and also for sustainable production and consumption.  A scoping report should refer to these tensions and policies, resolve them and the resulting objectives be expressed in the assessment criteria.  This is not to suggest that the statutory sector in the County can solve all these problems however it seems to TENP Trustees that the County Council and statutory partners collectively have a significant role to play as employers, managers of building stock, landlords, purchasers of goods and services, policy makers and policy implementers (with powers, duties and resources) to support and help deliver the sustainability  agenda across all policies and services. The very recent Local Government Association advice note provides guidance on how LAs can best tackle climate change within existing statutory powers. You may also wish to refer to the Barnsley Council web site as they received a public service award in 2007 for their innovative approach to Sustainability issues across all services.
 

Without clear problem definition and a clear understanding of the tensions between policies and between objectives then assessment criteria and policies and plans are likely to be inappropriate and  are likely add to existing tensions . For example,  on page 14,  the report  seems to narrow the concern of the Sustainability Appraisal  objectives to their effect on the  environment  as though this can be considered in isolation, yet Sustainability policy is much wider than environment policy and includes equity, governance, production and consumption .
 

4) Because of  a lack of clarity about WHAT sustainability is the list of issues that have been selected, some of which are undoubtedly relevant,  appears to be quite arbitrary, and their selection is not explained or justified.    Equally worrying is the lack of an explanation of why the issues exist or how they enhance or threaten sustainability. This perceived weakness is not pursued in the SA, for example, paras 11.2.3 and 4, where reasons are not suggested,  is it because of the rural nature of Pembrokeshire and therefore the disproportionate need to travel plus the high proportion of old and detached houses and hence heat loss or is it skewed by the nature of local industry ?   Our concern is that there seems to be a random selection of effects without any investigation of causes and, importantly, the role of the statutory sector (PCC as the LPA and the CP partners) in influencing either.  For example you indicate that an imbalance in the population profile is a problem. However the issue is later indicated to be the increasing demand being made on care and social services. This is confused thinking as  the total number of older people is not a function of balance or imbalance (which is a matter of proportions) and it is not made clear what balance would be appropriate and why. Retaining or attracting more young people to the County will not change the number of older people, at least not in the short term. The issue, here, would seem to be one of the relationship between jobs, wage levels and the availability of housing not population balance. We accept, however, that an increasing proportion of old people will have social implications, e.g. school closure, and economic implications, e.g. reduction in local labour and skill supply, and increased pressure on support services . The lack of young people and their  'drift' out of the County has been an issue  for many years and housing policy alone, especially one that  relies upon the private sector to build affordable housing, has not and is unlikely to make a significant impact. IF the rhetoric of concern is not matched by policy and action then it may be unwise to mention the issue  and base a criteria on it.  .
 

5) The objectives that have been set for each issue are not measurable, as objectives should be. Is this due to a lack of base-line date , if so this should be made clear ?. Some have little meaning e.g. 'balanced population', 'build communities',  'support a sustainable and diverse economy', 'reduce impact  on Pembs of climate change'. The term 'sustainable' seems to be used in many different ways and with different, and contradictory, meanings; hence these terms should be clarified. The absence of clear objectives to reduce CO2 emissions through a range of policies and actions seems to TENP to be a significant omission, especially as the PCC has signed the  Climate Change Declaration (and will be subject to the Carbon Reduction Commitment in 2010). Some TENP Trustees feel that the County Council has not given as much weight to this declaration as it might.   
 

6) Without the adequate analysis suggested above, and by the WAG/UKSDC advice note, the matrix presented on page 47 is uninformative. The table 'tests' each objective against the others and the result is expressed in a 'tick' or 'dash' to denote a relationship. It is astonishing to see that the outcome is that there is no incompatibility or conflict at all between and across these objectives, i.e. no relationship; all can be achieved without conflict. We wonder what process and criteria were used to arrive at these conclusions.  This question is particularly pertinent as national and local Governments across the UK and Europe are currently struggling to resolve contradictions between these same or similar objectives. It is simply not possible therefore for Pembrokeshire to be the exception unless the conclusions you draw are either due to;
a) the lack of clarity of the objectives, so that tensions are not illuminated, 
b) the lack of a strong evidence/data base so that contradictions cannot be identified, or , 
c) the lack of an appropriate interpretation of the data available. 
 

If the cause is one of a lack of data, then that should be highlighted, for example an objective could be: "to reduce the ecological footprint of Pembrokeshire" which would require data to be collected and analysed in order for a realistic and measurable objective to be set. A date could be set for the data to be collected and then the measurable objective set. In the meantime any objectives that threaten to raise the ecological footprint should be identified as 'in conflict'. From this example it is clear that the lack of specific data does not prevent a conflict being identified and an objective being set to reduce or alleviate conflict. 
 

With 25 indicators of 'uncertainty' we can only  assume that  more work needs to be done to clarify the nature an extent of uncertainty, either through data collection or more interpretation and analysis.  The report admits that most 'uncertainty' relates to the relationship between most objectives and the economic growth and economic development objectives, (which are recognised nationally and internationally, in their current form, as a major contributor to unsustainability). Therefore it is a major concern that it is being suggested in this report that these uncertainties can be resolved at a later date. The WAG/UKSDC advice note would no doubt describe these uncertainties as 'crunch' issues which need to be confronted rather than deferred. The questions that logically arise from our concern are; -When will these uncertainties be resolved?, How?,  By Whom?, How does this level of uncertainty impact on the SA and on the LDP and CP drafting process?, Is it the case that the production of the LDP and CP is likely  proceed without these uncertainties being resolved? If so, will a consultation process be repeated when these gaps have been filled? And how will these uncertainties be accommodated in the plan making process?
 

 

7) There seems to be a lack of detail and realism in sections of the report, for example;
 

a) Para 9.32 hints at what sustainable design and siting might be, however, we would prefer greater clarification through a declaration of principles, e.g. on the distribution of development such  that new development  is located in those settlements with essential services (schools, shops , post offices, etc)  which are in walking/cycling distance. The issue of food security should be linked to settlement design and space standards through the size of residential gardens and/or the provision of allotments adjacent to towns and villages.
 

b) The number of PI's seems very unrealistic and in some cases  seem to overlap or duplicate (para 3.5, points 7 and 8) or are imprecise (para 7.5) , or do not seem to relate to rural settings ( is the road collisions PI a rural county based figure? - give per 000 population for comparison). 
 

c) A number of PIs are bold, but it is not clear what this means, are they 'key' and if so why? 
 

8) The comments above have focussed on the approach to the Sustainability Appraisal and have expressed concerns about weaknesses and omissions. There is one final point which TENP wishes to raise and that is on the principle of 'inclusive governance’, one of the 5 UKSDC principles of Sustainable Development.  
 

Whilst we appreciate the opportunity to provide comments the period for consultation has been very short, 5 weeks, during the holiday period, which gives voluntary groups very little time to organise a coordinated response. TENP would like to suggest that this shortcoming could be overcome by having regular informal meetings between the sectors with the discussions informing both PCC policy making and the formal statutory consultation process for statutory plans such as the LDP and CP. This would enable PCC staff to draw on the knowledge and expertise of the voluntary sector on a regular basis which would ensure that any contentious issues or misunderstanding could be resolved before the statutory process. We believe that such an approach would result in productive and mutually supportive engagement and better outcomes.  If you refer to the Barnsley Council web site you will see that they organise regular discussion forums and, under the LA21 initiative in the late 1990's, many LAs adopted a similar approach.     
 

9) To summarise, TENP is concerned about;
 

- the lack of a clear definition and explanation of SD
- the lack of SD principles to act as a framework for analysis,
- weak issue selection and analysis,
- a poor data and evidence base for judgements and decisions,
- methodological shortcomings (the application of the matrix and the 'uncertainty' attached to economic growth and development objectives),
- the lack of inclusive governance.
 

 

WE hope these observations are useful and stimulating. We have previously forwarded  to you the WAG/UKSDC advice note on Community Plan production.
 

Yours Sincerely.
 

Charlie Mason
 

Chair of TENP on behalf of the TENP Trustees.   5th September 2008. 
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