Urban Rural Fringe.

17th Jan 2011 at Green Economics Institute

Values  and decision making session (45’)
Summary of workshop session

Three main themes emerged from the post-it notes on boards around the venue. These were:

1) What is ‘value’? Whose values?

2) Changes in values, especially around the RUF.

3) Community roles in decision-making for the RUF/Techniques for helping decision-making

However, the workshop mainly focused on themes 1 and 2. There was much discussion about whether the RUF should be an area in itself, and why it should be talked about in particular. Also what the overlap is with Green Belts. A recurring comment was that it is not about having ‘a rural’ and ‘an urban’ area, but about what makes sense to do with any particular space, based on the natural and social capital available. Session chairs explained that the RUF was the designated theme of the project, therefore this was the ‘particular space’ area we need to consider. 
Key discussion points and flipchart post-it note comments , by theme, were as follows. Note that some of these emerged from the discussion and were added to the flipchart afterwards.  
What is value? Whose Values?
While the chairs had presumed that ‘What is value’ would be a subsidiary topic, this was a focus of the discussion. Early on, the meaning of the word value was debated, with some speakers taking it to mean economic valuation and criticising the tendency of decision-makers to interpret ‘value’ in economic terms. The discussion moved on to a critique of a perceived current trend towards reductionist approaches to value, with economic measurements of natural intrinsic value, or a focus on carbon at the expense of other aspects.  

Flip chart points were:
· Whose values? Whose decisions?

· Reductionist approach to value nowadays – it has come down to just ‘carbon’ which is then set against other social/envt issues

· Who creates values? New Devt/village = start afresh with new values?

· Who are the decision makers? Who put them in charge?

· “Is part of the problem that we see it as a fight” (participant quote at lunch)

· Who/what creates value(s)?

· We need a cultural shift. Value = sustainability = stable economy. So rural /urban don’t have to be in conflict

Changing Values

We started by asking the question – ‘why and how is the RUF changing’? 

Ideas about reasons for change included climate change issues coming to the fore, and also thresholds being reached – we can’t ignore the pressures any more and decisions are becoming more urgent. Also the idea of a ‘hinterland’ and cities being able to provide for themselves. 

In terms of how the RUF is changing, it was noted that there seems to be an increase in spatial planning exception policies which allow development in the RUF as long as it is affordable housing – this, it was argued, leads to confusion about what can be built in these areas, what they are really for.

Two speakers were concerned that values are changing. The example was cited of a CABE study which asked landowners for possible development sites, then formulated reasons why these could/should not be developed. It was argued that this is not a sensible or logical way of determining values. 

Another theme that emerged was the conflict between the drive for continued economic growth and the idea that ‘sustainability’ should involve a steady state economy as a basic principle. How can we bring about a cultural shift to get away from taking it for granted that population – and consumption per capita – will continue to grow. The only proven way of reducing carbon is to reduce population.  

One of the important elements of the sustainability agenda is energy retrofit, one speaker raised. However, he added that water retrofit is almost as important. The RUF  could be very useful  in this respect in terms of pooling and collection – deliberate use of the RUF area to mitigate water needs. 

Brisbane was cited as an example. There, the worst floods in 37 years are in progress. 37 years is not a long time. However, the floodplain has been built on and the population has trebled since the previous serious floods, thus these ones are more damaging to human welfare. Previously, the city’s natural areas had capacity to absorb extreme events. Another speaker mentioned that in Russia, natural barriers and buffers that did exist have been removed. The biggest change is population pressures. 

This led to discussion of SUDS, and the importance of biodiversity corridors. Reference was made to a National Trust (?) project in Cambridge aimed at buying land to form corridors into the city for biodiversity.

The closeness of rural spaces to urban areas was also cited as important for mental health. Also, the importance of access to nature for children, to keep them in touch with nature and allow them to be practically involved. 

The issue with the RUF is helped by giving it an identity of its own as a buffer. The idea that it is not an area waiting to be something else, but an active place where, for example, energy from the city can be fed back, where waste is processed, etc – assuming a steady state economy. 

This led to discussion of whether the concept of a buffer and the green belt is a peculiarly British concept. In Belgium there are many ribbon settlements, and it is very defined where development is/is not permitted. Holland is pioneering biodiversity corridors, including green bridges over motorways for deer. Yet in the UK you can be near/in a very big city but within minutes can be in the countryside and not able to know you’re near a city. The British don’t want to let that go. 

However, the big issue is land value – this is the barrier to the RUF being used for food production as land value makes it uneconomic.  We could introduce fiscal measures to encourage food production and grow consumer interest in local markets. However, there is a lack of skills, urban dwellers don’t have the time to grow food, and also no incentive for landowners to give up RUF land. If food prices rise and unemployment rises, then it may become more worthwhile to ‘grow your own’.

One speaker raised that there is a demand for simple eco living on city fringes by some people. Others commented that this wouldn’t be sufficient to feed a city. It was noted that we can produce enough food locally to provide adequate calories for our cities, but not the way we do – unsustainable animal feeds etc.  In terms of energy production, short-rotation biomass would be suitable for local use, but not the larger scale the UK is moving towards, which requires fuel being trucked in. 

Flip chart points were:
· HAS there been a change in attitude re RUF? Why are we working from assumption that there has been? (Rachel explained project background and basis in reply to this)

· Conflicting value systems – a ‘scientific measure’
· We are now an urban species and becoming more aware

· Increasing numbers of people living in RUF. 

· Cities are realising we need ot produce food locally

· Need to change values and attitude – eg become vegetarian, more growing of own food. 

· CAN you change people’s attitudes? Should you? 

· Changing values depending on changing society needs

· We value what we measure, but don’t measure what we value

· … BUT – once we start valuing something, do we start measuring it?

· Idea of ‘hinterland’ – cities able to provide for itself?

· Natural systems messed up by building on RUF. Especially seen in urban areas eg floodplain. Brisbane floods given as eg – biggest flood for 37 years isn’t that long, but the difference this time is that the floodplain has been built on and the population has trebled, so the impact on humans far more significant

· Natural barriers, buffers removed. 

· Wellbeing – health, mental health. Children need to go into the countryside, be exposed to it. 

· Exception policyin planning gets stakeholders to buy into a grey area- becoming more common so lines being blurred

· RUF needs an identity of its own .Can have responsibility for some city services that feed in and out of city. Eg energy buffer, water storage, waste reprocessing and recycling. Not just waiting for land prices to rise to be developed. 

· Do people want to livein RUF in simple low impact way? Could that contribute to food prodn etc for the overall city?

· Master Gardening

· RUF too closely linked with green belt. Other places have wedges or fingers – why?

· Green belt v much associated with UK – other places have different city expansion shapes (eg linear)

· Holland  - new move to join up biodiversity and analyse at large scale to develop biodiversity corridors, inc things like green bridges over motorways

· Need to get rid of urban rural divide. What is best thing rto do in that specific area, using natural and human resources specific to that area. Eg wood.

· Some bits of the RUF (eg Green Belt have labels and thus fall into policy net. But many other bits don’t have any label as either rural or urban.

· Green carrot or stick?

· Land values – food production. Need incentives, to raise consumer interest and also skills. Economics need to work

Community decision making & techniques
The discussion moved on to localism, with a comment that empowering local communities without supporting them actually disempowers. Doesn’t the devolving of powers to local areas have to be matched by the power to raise funding? Areas can’t make decisions for themselves unless they have this. Could LEP (Local Economic Partnerships) be involved? It was unclear if LEPs had the power to raise funds – it was thought not. 

Several techniques were suggested on flip charts, 

Deliberative democracy was suggested as a process for getting good sense from people as opposed to just common sense. Needs no special training, and can’t hide behind NIMBYism. Participants are drawn like a jury from local population, therefore need to have information articulated in a way that all group can understand. It was asked, do people care enough to become involved? Could councillors etc carry out this process? It was argued that councillors have vested interests and a political agenda, random public form a group just for the DD process. 

Another project described was LEAF (Linking Environment and Farming) by the sensory trust. Looking back into the past to get people to identify the values of the present and deal with current issues. 

Flip chart points were:
· Level of d-m (?) retained. Central person state what is required therefore no choice. (?)
· Need TRUST between those involved. Do we have a democratic process? Or small groups of vested interests?

· Working together to make decisions

· Council facilitating role – recruit people like jury duty

· Need ££ to support devolved decision making. Devolved power to smaller areas. How will this be funded? In other countries, even small communes have power to raise own funds alongside decisionmaking

· Consultation? Engagement? Involvement? What does it all mean??

· Consultation needs to mean that the public we engaged and listened to and most of all responded to. At present most consultation is tokenistic. 

· Too much jargon from planners and assuming everyone understands value, current govt targets etc…

· Govt decision to ‘go local’ but need to empower community to do this otherwise effectively disempowering them. 
· Clash with NIMBYism when planning for the long future?

· No more developer-led developments. Ask communities what they want.

· Role of Planning Aid. Good thing. Answer to developers and consultants’ poor jobs/outputs. 

· Can we use modelling based on network theory to optimise resource flows and access to amenities etc in development planning(urban, rural and fringe)?
· Undertake large scale study of community schemes like ‘edible landscape’, urban farm etc – and how to integrate them into major community-led planning and development programmes. 

· Adapt ‘Sims’ style gaming approaches to model planning and development  - and involve communities in playing and assessing them 

· What about the skills involved in decision-making? Need to empower

· Need visualisation to get out of dilemma

· Community based scale and audits to help decisions

· Use of video gaming technology to help engage young in design of new landscapes.

· Deliberative decision making as a tool – needs to be well resourced. Random selection of citizens to make decisions and call in evidence.  Tends to have good outcomes as no political agenda of group. Tend to get well-thought outcomes, balanced. How to recruit? Like jury service. Don’t have to be experts. Better that they’re not, as all info then has to be pitched at level  everyone can absorb

· Local Economic Partnerships – what is their purpose?

· Different/unusual methods of decision making – games, acting etc. Transferable?

Other issues, other studies of note
Flip chart points which didn’t fall into the main themes, or which offered links to other relevant research included:
· Transport going through landscape to keep our society.

· Fringe can grow at different rates (eg David Jarvis Dublin green belt eg)

· Don’t silo social economic environmental issues. Look for linkages

· CPRE/Natural England report on attitudes to Green Belt

· Biodiversity corridors. Bringing biodiversity into the city. See Natural England (National Trust?) in Cambridge buying up land for corridors. 

· Wildworks. LEAF with Sensory Trust. Working with community organisations, elderly/disabled… Community walks, facilitation… To follow up details.

· CABE project on rural settlement planning. Landowners asked for potential development sites, then different groups work out why they can’t… Commented that this seems bizarre way to determine development options

· CPRE/Natural England report on attitudes to green belt. 

