Comments on the RES Consultation Draft July 2005 from the Yorkshire and Humber Association of Civic Societies

Taken together, the objectives of the Regional Economic Strategy (RES) provide a laudable vision of a Yorkshire and Humber region that will not only be thriving and competitive, but sustainable as well.  YHACS applauds the forward-looking approach to growth that respects the need for community diversity and quality of place, along with a pride in the natural environment.   

The primary concern for YHACS on review of the RES is the general lack of community ownership of this plan for growth in the region.  While businesses and government investment are key drivers of economic growth, the people most directly affected by the change implied must be involved in the process as an equal partner in determining the extent and pattern of that change.   Since Yorkshire Forward (YF) is an unelected body, this task of involving the people of the region is especially difficult, but one that it obviously feels is worthwhile (see point 3.6).  For this reason, we would expect to see far more engagement of communities across the region in the process of implementing the Strategy than is planned in the RES document. Certainly, consultation over the Strategy itself as is currently being undertaken is a valuable first step in listening to the community.  However, the Strategy’s extensive nature includes dozens of individual plans of action that should be informed by the community.  Thus, throughout our recommendations listed below, we have included a number of suggestions for greater involvement of the community in the RES.  

Other concerns include a much-needed prioritization of brownfield development, the need for greater emphasis on the public realm for its potential to attract investment and skilled workers, the need for a strategy to integrate the day and night-time economies of our urban areas, the need for broader scope in the initiative for protecting and enhancing the natural environment, the place of rural communities in the Strategy and the lack of a Renaissance Programme for Beverley.  Each of the above concerns is detailed below.

I.  ENGAGEMENT OF THE COMMUNITY BY THE RES

A. Comments on General Presentation of the RES

YHACS provides a liaison point between civic societies and the regional level of economic activity and policymaking; we are increasingly aware of the disaffected nature with which many of our members are receiving the regional agenda.  There is a widespread sense of confusion about the action being taken at the regional level and a suspicion that regional activity equates to an unnecessary addition of bureaucracy.  

While we appreciate the complex nature of compiling a region-wide economic strategy with the depth and scope presented in the Strategy, we are disappointed to find the document delivering the Strategy so inaccessible.   Despite YF’s intention to engage citizens of the region wherever possible (see point 3.7) and to discover ways of being more open (point 3.6), its presentation of the RES fails to efficiently synthesize the practical highlights of the plan and the position of the Strategy  with the existing framework of national, regional and local public policy.   

On a number of occasions throughout the text of the document, it is claimed that the RES will complement a number of existing regional and national initiatives, but the nature of this relationship is not clear.  In particular, it is not clear which strategies have priority and from where policy aims and objectives originate.  For example, has the Northern Way dictated the direction of the RES or is it the other way around?  Also, the phrase “join up” is used throughout the document (1.49, 2.21, 3.36, 3.70, 3.82, 3.94, 3.97, 3.100, 3.103, and Annex 1), but it is unclear what this means in practical terms—is YF going to have the authority to actually bring together disparate initiatives and programmes under its own classifications, or is there some other method of “joining up” that is envisioned here?  Finally, what exactly is the practical implication of an “alignment of strategies (2.19, 3.12, Annex 1: Housing)?  While it is rather obvious that the multitude of policies will be aligned or joined up, the question a “strategy” should answer, by definition, is “how?.”  Because of the extensive network of programmes and policy already in place, we would suggest an attempt to clarify as effectively as possible the role of the RES and YF in the implementation of the plan, for which a visual representation, such as a diagram would be invaluable.  

Several of the existing diagrams in the RES further complicate the aim of the Strategy.  While six objectives and three cross-cutting themes are identified and visually represented in a pie chart on page 22, it is not made obvious how these elements fit into the flow-chart Figure 1.  While the elements of the pie chart are obviously the most critical to the Strategy, the flow-chart is the visual representation most often used.  We recommend clarification of the flow-chart to relate more directly to the Strategy’s key elements.  

We also strongly suggest a general educational campaign to reach the citizens of the region in a way that has not yet been achieved.  Simply engaging elected local authorities, we feel, is not enough to secure the legitimacy needed for this initiative.  To claim that this Strategy is owned by the region is to neglect the apathy with which so many people seem to receive regional initiatives at present.    We recognize the already extensive work by YF in the region, and would like to see that effort engaged by the people of Yorkshire and the Humber.  

We thus suggest the following:

(1) Better clarification of how the RES will work in relation to and what the relative authorities are with respect to other key strategies, especially the following:


A. The Northern Way


B. Government initiatives like Creating Sustainable Communities


C. Yorkshire and Humber Rural Framework


D. Regional Housing Strategy


E. Regional Sustainable Development Framework


F. Regional Spatial Strategy


G. Regional Transport Strategy

(2) Possible provision of a diagram of the above relationships

(3) Clarification of the flow-chart provided in the Strategy document

(4) Implementation of an educational campaign, entailing perhaps one of the following methods to deliver a streamlined version of the Strategy for public dissemination:

A. Pamphlet


B. Television spot on the news or other


C. Travelling exhibition

B.  The Role of Community and Voluntary Organisations in Achieving Objective 4
Objective 4: Connecting People to Jobs recognizes the value of social enterprise as a way of connecting communities to opportunities.  It is not clear, however, how the RES will “use” the voluntary sector to deliver mainstream services to individuals and communities.  Further, it must be recognized that much of the voluntary sector is not yet classified as social enterprise; many valuable community organisations do not yet generate a self-sustaining income.  However, we do realise the importance of self-sufficiency and would like to recommend that the RES includes a plan for reaching out to voluntary and community organisations to assist them in making the transition to social enterprise.  

Providing such support to the voluntary sector will result in extensive gains elsewhere in the Strategy, particularly in Objective 6: Stronger Cities, Towns and Rural Communities, and especially in the cross-cutting theme of Diversity.  We consider that  community organisations can provide the most effective link with individuals living and working in an area, and their support is absolutely vital if the RES is to be owned by a true cross-section of the population.

C. The Responsibility for Objective 6

The RES makes several statements about the necessity of quality of place, as exemplified by Objective 6, as a critical factor in Objectives 1-5, a point with which we fully agree.  We do, however, suggest that the communities themselves be placed more centrally in this process.  While Town Teams are included under “Local Delivery” on page 59, we have received mixed reports of how effective these teams are in their representation of community interests.  

We recommend that either a critical evaluation of the Town Team process take place in which the public is consulted directly as to their experiences with these groups, or that an additional level of public consultation be added to ensure that those who are unable to serve on Town Teams are able to have their say in what is taking place in their local areas.  

D.  Monitoring of Progress

In order to ensure that the RES is owned by the region, as the Strategy document claims, we suggest that under Part 4 Monitoring, Review and Evaluation objectives, public consultation be included as one of the methods of evaluating progress.  A dialogue needs to be established with people in the region through exercises designed to engage those individuals directly affected by some of the more extensive proposals of the Strategy, particularly the drive for stronger urban and rural spaces.  We understand that much of the RES will be technocratically designed and implemented, especially in the first objective, yet we believe that progress in the region should be owned by all of the people who live and work here.  Public consultation is critical to making this vision a reality.  

We thus suggest that a public consultation process be added to the evaluation process, organised on the basis of sub-regions in order to reflect the Strategy’s recognition of the individuality of each area.   Part of this consultation can make use of an already well-developed website, but obviously as there is still a substantial proportion of the region’s people without regular access to the internet, more conventional methods of public consultation will also be needed.  

II. THE ROLE OF REUSE IN SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

A point which is referenced on occasion throughout the RES is the principle of brownfield site development for use in the Strategy’s economic development goals.  Clearly, progress has been made in this respect (point 2.13), a success for which we applaud the efforts of YF.  However, as the region with the largest proportion of derelict land to total urban area (see Companion Document, point 77), Yorkshire and Humber must prioritize this type of development, as it is clearly even more critical to the sustainability of gains made from economic development here than in any other region.   In fact, brownfield development should come to condition the culture of developers in our region.    

While land use planning is governed by the RSS, which does currently include the promotion of brownfield development, it will be RES initiatives for business and economic development that could increase pressure for greenfield development, as developers seek to avoid the typically higher costs associated with developing derelict sites.  Nowhere are the negative effects of this greenfield development more obvious than in market towns where we have witnessed the recent emergence of a rash of new high density housing to which little thought has been given regarding the quality of style and the fit of design with the existing architectural character of the area.  As we appreciate that greenfield development is often more cost-effective for developers, we recommend that the Strategy incorporate the development of initiatives to provide greater incentives for refurbishment and redevelopment of brownfield sites.  The practicality of supporting reuse is in the savings the community makes by avoiding the costly development of new infrastructure to support greenfield development.  In particular, the agreement with the RSS to give priority to brownfield developments is only mentioned in the Appendix, and as such, should be brought into the text of the RES, particularly in Objective 6: Stronger Cities, Towns and Rural Communities.

2.19 Links between RES and RHS:  Development of brownfield sites should be encouraged as a first step in providing the “increasing housing numbers” envisioned by the RHS.  If the RES is to motivate sustainable development, it needs to do more than mention “renovation” in this particular objective.  

3.95 Renaissance towns and cities: Urban and rural renaissance should emphasise retention of local heritage through preservation of historic built assets where possible and the reuse of existing brownfield sites.  Careless design of large housing estates in greenfield sites should be actively discouraged by working with local authorities to implement measures  such as additional assessment of the impact of such development on quality of place.  
3.96 Capitalise on housing and health and other public sector spending to support renaissance: Where housing funds are sought, the emphasis must be on the sustainable redevelopment of brownfield sites where possible.  Here, the link with the RSS and its priority given to brownfield development should be emphasised.  

III..  THE NECESSITY OF THE PUBLIC REALM TO ECONOMIC GROWTH
We appreciate the inclusion of Objective 6: Stronger Cities, Towns and Rural Communities, but we would suggest that the importance of the “public realm” be emphasized to a much greater extent than is currently the case in the Strategy document.    Public realm includes not only the physical spaces, but also the community activity and the sense of character that a community has imprinted on its townscape. Just as important as the buildings and facilities in a given community is the public spaces and culture that give an area its unique sense of place.  However, it is precisely because of the public nature of this particular asset that it is often neglected—no one interest is directly responsible for it, so little concern is afforded it.  This is especially true when developments are given little strategic direction from the community as to what areas are most likely to attract pedestrians and community activity.  Again, the YF needs to recognise the potential contradictions in the RES, particularly that Objectives 1 and 2 are likely to encourage the kind of development that can strip a town of its original character.  Unless YF takes the opportunity now to highlight the central importance of the public realm, it is unlikely that it will receive the attention it deserves in the attainment of economic goals. 

There are several particular objectives cited in the RES in which contributions to enhancing the public realm would be of particular value, and thus, we recommend that “improvement in the quality of a unique, safe and welcoming public realm” should be added to the following: 

Part One: Where Are We Now? 

1.32, 1.38 Attracting skilled workers

In Support of the Northern Way 

2.22 Marketing the North to the world

In Support of National Government Policy

2.27 Creating Sustainable Communities

Objective 1: More Businesses

3.26 Increase, retain and embed business investment

Objective 2: Competitive Business

3.39 Assisting business to recruit and retrain skilled workers: 

Objective 6: Stronger Cities, Towns and Rural Communities

3.91—3.93 Boost the Role of Cities as Economic Drivers

3.94, 3.95 Deliver Integrated Renaissance Programmes

3.98 Use Culture to Contribute to the Economy, Renaissance and Profile

IV. THE NEED FOR PROMOTION OF THE EVENING AND LATE-NIGHT ECONOMY

Under Objective 6, Point 3.93, the approach to renaissance emphasises the attraction and promotion of retail and leisure development.  This is a comprehensive approach which we understand to be effective in the attraction of business and residents.  However, an important consideration that should be made explicit in this objective is the development of a varied and integrated night-time economy to avoid the “split personality” of many cities that has developed as a result of what the Strategy rightly identifies as “single uses like shopping by day and drinking by night.”   The promotion of varied activities and opportunities in the daytime and evening in our cities and towns will contribute to development of a quality public realm, as mentioned above.

Thus, we recommend that the promotion of an integrated day and evening/late-night economy in our cities and towns be included either in Point 3.98 of the Strategy or as a separate initiative in Objective 6, Action A.  

V. EXTENDING COMMITMENT TO ENHANCING AND UTILISING THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT
We applaud the inclusion of consideration of the natural environment in Objective 5: Transport, Infrastructure and Environment, but we would like to see that the built environment is added to some part of this area of the Strategy.  Preservation and reuse of the existing built environment will not only enhance achievement of reducing costs by way of relying on existing infrastructure, but it will also reduce the damage to the environment caused by greenfield development.  

Further, with regard to the Strategy’s provisions for preserving the natural environment, we suggest that YF should work with local authorities to develop more incentives for businesses to reduce their negative impact on the environment.  We feel that sustainability is a culture that needs to be imparted upon all those public and private interests with a stake and impact on the environment in which we live.  While we believe that economic development can very easily contradict environmental preservation in the name of profit, we do suggest that this is overcome if the real value of the negative externalities of unsustainable practice are paid by the developers and businesses who undertake it.  

As such, we recommend not only that consideration for the built environment be included in Objective 5, Action D, but that work with local authorities to develop incentives for sustainable development practice amongst private interests be included as a priority in this particular action
VI. CONSIDERATION OF RURAL COMMUNITIES
If 85% of the region’s land is rural and 20% of the region’s population resides in rural communities, we suggest that more recognition should be afforded to the agricultural sector of the Yorkshire and Humber’s economy, beyond its mention in Objective 6, Action C to secure a strong rural economy.  While we recognize that reinvigorating the rural economy may not produce the same dramatic results in terms of growth in the overall GDP of the region, we consider that the agricultural community does offer some opportunity for increasing our competitiveness and attaining higher skills.  

Thus, we recommend that the rural economy receive particular attention in Objectives 2 and 3.  More importantly, however, we strongly suggest that YF consider the addition of an objective to research and explore the further modernization of agriculture through such methods as crop diversification.  
� The Civic Trust is in its third year of a three-year study of the late night economy in an effort to understand better the integration of day and evening uses of the city centre, the findings of which will likely be of great use to YF efforts in this area.  For more information, please see the Civic Trust website (www.civictrust.org.uk), under “Town and City Centres and the Evening and Late Night Economies.”








