RELU meeting: Localise WM

February 17th

Meeting local needs with local resources in the RUF

The meeting’s purpose was to discuss how a localisation approach to economic development (flows of materials, goods, people and money, well networked SMEs) can be supported to further sustainable development in the RUF, looking at:
 – spatial planning measures and policies 
 – natural resources/ecosystem services 
 – the use of local knowledge and stakeholder involvement in decision-making
Attendance

· Karen Leach (KL) Localise WM Coordinator (chair)

· Nick Morton (NM) (notes) and Jenny Smith (JS) BCU 

· Bernard Perkins (BP), freelance resource assessment and Transition 

· Chris Crean (CC) West Midlands Friends of the Earth & LWM associate on RUF project

· David Collier (DC), experience through NFU 

· Jon Morris (JM), LWM associate, climate change champion and MRTPI 

· Bob Forster (BF), West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum

· Malcolm Currie (MC), Transition initiatives, regionally and nationally 

· Alastair Thornton (AT), Walsall Council economic development team and MRTPI 

· Jayne Bradley (JB), Sense City - local food systems and urban agriculture

Summary of key points made in discussion

· Flexibility in spatial planning: Participants had experience of land use planning at the RUF being both too flexible, and not flexible enough. Flexibility seems to be applied more for the larger land uses (Warehousing, retail parks, waste facilities) than for small scale and high-employment development beneficial to RUF wellbeing. Participants felt that this tendency should be reversed, and that it is essential to develop objectives of increasing RUF economic viability and quality in its own right in order to resist the opposed pressures for damaging development and for fossilisation. 

· Mindsets amongst politically powerful RUF residents (fundamentally anti-development, with no comprehension of resource flows or of development that can play a positive role in social and economic wellbeing and environmental quality) are a major barrier to economic diversity and viability in the RUF.
· Ecologically literate evidence, with strong criteria for the protection and sustainable use of ecosystems services, needs to influence public awareness and decision-making processes relating to the RUF.

· Importance of ensuring that new settlements in the RUF, however small, should have small scale economic development built in, to ensure that new residents are aware from the start of the economic role of the RUF. How can we make rural economy issues as visible as urban economy issues?

· Importance of urban renaissance: maintaining urban quality to reduce flight to rural environments remains an factor in protecting RUF, although with less of an emphasis on blocking all development on greenbelt land.

· Importance of a strategic approach to enabling small-scale development and to community ownership (literally and figuratively) of RUF development.

· Methodology required to identify supply chain ‘gaps’ to develop sustainable economic opportunities that maximise both the urban-rural resource flows relationship and the local return on this.

Conclusions specifically for the project

· Should seek RUF case studies of proactive planning approaches where development has enabled beneficial economic diversity without detracting from the rural environment.

· The new planning and economic development environments make a lot of difference to what need to be the project’s outputs: various policy and fiscal recommendations we could make are no longer realistic – a challenge for the project.

· Are development plan policies an appropriate target for RELU project outcomes? similar to successful Climate Change Coalition and TCPA lobbying on national planning policy.

· LEP agendas are crucial targets given the potential for better dialogue across boundaries and for development to be viewed as positive: although there may be some resistance to sustainable development thinking.

· Given that RUF fossilisation is a new phenomenon, we may learn useful things from comparing old city and new town RUF.

The group identified few potential case studies and of those listed, some may well not be RUF areas at all but had characteristics that participants thought relevant:

· Sandwell Valley

· Bosch site, Worcester

· Middleton Lakes (RSPB reserve)

· Incredible Edible Todmorden

Full meeting notes

Setting the scene – Karen Leach

This introduction was drawn from the outcomes of the previous three meetings where these are relevant to localisation/local supply chains:

Typical RUF landscape and economy characteristics:

· pressures and conflicts

· low density uses, underused greenbelt land, service and infrastructure provision, scattered residential and 'big shed' uses 

Explanation of terms: Localism is essentially about governance – as per the Government’s current localism agenda. Localisation is an economic shift towards the local in terms of supply chains, ownership and flow of money. 

Localism issues within the RUF:

· potential symbiotic and positive relationship between urban areas and their hinterlands with GI, food, energy, water and waste management services provided to the urban area

· development values and related commuter pressures raise land values and pressurises decision making, increasing transitional nature of land uses

- difficult therefore to get right balance of development

- transport infrastructure requires land yet poor inter-connectivity within RUF

· lack of understanding between rural and urban communities, values and needs

· RUF may often be at margins of two neighbouring areas – potential neglect, tensions & identity crises result

· new planning system seems to reduce ‘objectivity’ input into decision-making and to weaken spatial aspects of planning - conflict-resolution may be difficult (more emphasis in new system on developers offering 'bribes' of community infrastructure in return for development rights).

OPPORTUNITIES

RUF as ecosystem services provider with genuine economic benefits:

· More proactive approach to the RUF in meeting these ‘hinterland’ objectives (food production, waste, water management, recreation, energy)

· Opportunity to use community ownership structures to help some RUF residents to appreciate ‘good’ development rather than perceiving all development as bad.

· Fiscal measures to increase edge-urban food production

· Opportunity afforded by planners’ growing recognition of importance of Green Infrastructure

· LEPs’ potential in crossing traditional boundaries - offer potential for new resource flows

· opportunity to get ecologically-literate evidence into community-based planning (neighbourhood planning etc), though some concern over how realistic this is

· ‘distributed economies’ approach taking advantage of local resources and markets within the fringe as well as supply chains into the urban area

· demand for low impact living

DISCUSSION NOTES

- Specific measures relating to RUF are unlikely - Minister does not seem to see differences between urban and rural policy. Fiscal measures to address land value differences are highly unlikely

- So many good ideas are no longer practical under new govt and budgetary restrictions

- neighbourhood planning may work in RUF areas better than in urban?

- Localisation is not the same as parochialism - greenbelts are a strategic measure but current perception is of micro level decisions which undermine this wider value, eg a slaughterhouse case where decision was driven by very local considerations only

- Openness is the most problematic planning criterion, on which development must be refused if it reduces this factor - restrictive decision making which makes achieving a balance difficult. Benefits lie in economic potential and proximity to urban areas. What gaps could the RUF help to fill? - food supply chain, linkage of small-scale food provision to consumers

- Resolution of conflicting land uses is most important task; e.g. Walsall need to use economic arguments to argue for rationalisation of green belt and release of some land where necessary - need flexibility

- But little flexibility in evidence and sees guidelines which become set in concrete

 - Flexibility wrongly applied, need ecologically literate evidence to aid decision making with strong criteria for value of greenbelt 

 - wider strategic need therefore to reduce conflict, key need for localism to tackle this area

 - NIMBYism is too strong a factor in RUF planning - we need broader evidence

- need to take long view. Flexibility is a one-way street, a euphemism for reducing open land and increasing development - there is a dishonesty in the term which suggests the urban can revert

- need to be futureproofing, the urban must dominate because of the population BUT RUF is the chance to protect rural from urban (making RUF environments viable in their own right)

 - Inappropriate scale of development often considered at the RUF, contamination of urban brownfield sites is not a reason to promote large scale development on greenfield land – nor is contamination on RUF land a reason to promote large scale development. Seeks examples of proactive planning where development has enabled economic diversification which has benefitted the area BUT not detracted from the rural character

 - Can we identify policies which introduce flexibility positively: see Climate Change Coalition a few months ago on TCPA website, perhaps we need to think about how policies can be developed that fit into the development plan system?

- There is rarely any value to rural community side of RUF of development but sometimes value of brownfield sites which have become good wildlife resources

- problem of massive costs of making development land available to market, sees some Councils over the barrel where economic use will go elsewhere unless that site is made available (Neil McInroy - local authorities ‘prostitute themselves for economic development’)

- Bosch site in Worcester at the moment demonstrates this. Where can economic potential be realised through localism approach at appropriate scale? again needs examples of good practice

- There is a need to look at what interventions can be made that would benefit both the urban and the rural at the local scale. Ask the question what is appropriate and where?

- Good community schemes based on micro hydro provision

- Different types of green belts and of RUFs and differences between hard and soft development / intervention

- Boundaries are very fuzzy, and landscape quality is very variable - are there some areas which could be released on a small scale for locally valued development? 

- correlation between scale of the settlement and the scale of the greenbelt

- RUF is varied and fuzzy, geographical explanations?

- fossilisation of RUF is a recent phenomenon, contrast to the previous pattern of morphological evolution and relict fringe belts embedded within the city, so a considerable difference between older RUFs in places like Birmingham, which have not been changed for 50 years, and new towns such as Telford

- fuzziness of the RUF can become a virtue, cf German examples of merging rural into the urban space through GI

- value of green wedges and corridors as green cooling, ecosystems value, fuzziness is a mature way of looking at flexibility

- Boundaries are an important issue, revisiting the proactive approach - maybe a role for much better dialogue between adjacent neighbourhoods? Role for Local Enterprise Partnerships here.

- More opportunity for agreement of small scale development, especially where those are environmentally driven, play areas or wildlife resources. Small scale projects offer potential for generating momentum towards better quality developments and exemplars

 - Importance of changing powerful mindsets, green belts were a means of providing access to countryside and tightening boundaries of economic units, but often no longer achieve those aims; now mainly just protect very affluent commuter belt settlements - planners mindsets easy to change and least powerful; political pressure of others stops change to greenbelt (even though planners know that green wedges and GI would work better). Other mindset to change is to move economic development from large scale impact to approach driven by identifying local economic gaps and helping small businesses

- ‘strategic does not always mean big’ – need a strategic approach to relevant small scale development.

- example of Sandwell Valley, collection of recreation and leisure sites, heritage, and involvement of three different local authorities

- Job losses in agriculture are invisible; urban losses are big news stories. Need to encourage creation and expansion of small business in the RUF, there is huge opportunity here but currently no help is offered. 

- Work on wood supply chain and value of micro companies producing logs, opportunities around fringe of many cities. Fuzziness varies depends on uses, 25 miles is about maximum sensible distance to transport such products

- value of renewable energy, and of community ownership of those projects – doubling local benefit to encourage positive attitude

- Value of food growing, garden cities and green belt as means of sustainable production (remember work of Ebenezer Howard - even if idealistic) - and relation of this to achievement of health ideals and healthy cities: Yorkshire are trying to tie up every School to a local farm to help children understand the links; similar in Wales. Value of urban agriculture and cultural dimension to relationship between urban and rural

- Reverse Farmers Market projects have run in Aston - sent vans out to the farmers to collect and bring back, educational value of reaching out to diverse communities within the city. Would like to see every school in the city have an allotment plot to help understanding, value of 'twinning' approach, barrier for understanding is fear, eg that rural areas are not for BME people

- Potential to capture wave of feeling about forest sell off, educational need and small scale flows through a lot of these discussions, and need to broaden understanding of what energy means

- Small scale production would be welcomed by many farmers, but costs associated are a barrier at the moment

- Some danger in broadband in bringing in more affluent purchasers who might price out locals, but sees great importance in connectivity it can provide

- how can we use planning to stop incoming of inappropriate development? need system to provide checks and balances

- unfortunately of course greater opposition is to affordable housing!

- There is a lack of honesty on reasons for opposition to development

- New villages should include economic development not least because people moving into new areas need to be aware from the start that the RUF needs appropriate economic development to be viable.

- Do people have the right to live in rural areas? OECD report suggests not.

- Making towns and cities more attractive is the key to stop flight to rural areas. Interdependence is very important, and we should see to make chain of connections more visible and more apparent

- Some supermarkets’ sourcing policies are changing for the better, eg Spa

- Overcoming cultural barriers as important

- Perception of countryside as idyllic area is significant

- Need for examples of where different approaches have worked, although very often individual and don't work for different types of places?

- Challenge to project - to provide a list of good examples and to return to Alister in fleshing out such projects before any site visits might take place. Suggestions: Middleton Lakes, the new RSPB reserve; 'Incredible Edible Todmorden'; and a project in Sheffield; talking to allotment groups (Birmingham has historically and currently some very innovative allotment project work, see for examples PhD work of Mike H)

SUMMING UP

- Need to draw up a list of good, bad and emerging local innovative initiatives occurring in the RFU

- Need for a methodology to be developed to identify economic opportunities in the RUF.

- economic gap analysis needed of existing economic activity, supply chains gaps, needs/demands and potential of markets. This approach is not done by conventional economic development activity.

- Need enlightened approach and across more sectors than just food

- Woodland supply chain model (BP) – may provide some pointers for ‘gap analysis’ approach

- Much scope for retraining into new skills – and forgotten old skills. Need to understand skills base

