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Introduction

1. The Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE) welcomes the opportunity to comment on this proposed statutory guidance for Local Area Agreements (LAAs) following enactment of the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act in October 2007. 
2. CPRE exists to promote the beauty, tranquillity and diversity of rural England by encouraging the sustainable use of land and other natural resources in town and country. Much of the work we do to achieve this aim involves us in a close working relationship with all levels of local government, particularly on land use planning. We have a network of county branches and district groups, whose operational boundaries mirror (with occasional exceptions) those of county, unitary and district councils.

3. We were closely involved in the establishment and development of the modern planning system and we are the nation’s largest single participant in it. We estimate that CPRE campaigners scrutinise at least 100,000 planning applications across the country every year, in addition to participating in the preparation and review of Regional Spatial Strategies and Local Development Frameworks (LDFs). Our submission to this consultation is based on the considerable experience of local government and governance that this has given us.
On the need for statutory guidance and your proposed response

4. CPRE finds that the various processes and mechanisms of local government are highly complex and confusing to engage with.  We therefore welcome the development of guidance that seeks to provide a clearer and more consistent picture regarding the relationship of LAAs with other local plans and processes. However, CPRE has concerns that this suite of documentation does not meet our need for clarity. 
5. In principle, the change from voluntary to statutory agreements should give confidence for third sector groups wishing to commit voluntary time and resources into new LAAs, as long as this is supported by effective accounting and monitoring processes. CPRE will be responding separately to the proposed Comprehensive Area Assessment (CAA) consultation on this issue. 
6. We welcome your commitment to keeping guidance to a minimum and prescribing only minimum expectations rather than detailing processes that can be dealt with more appropriately at the local level. 
7. CPRE notes that the consultation questions are directed primarily to those involved within Local Strategic Partnerships (LSPs), and so our response cannot follow your standardised format. Whilst welcoming many aspects of the document, our general concern is that because of the complexities of local government, the guidance, as prepared, does not provide adequate information. Without a higher level of prescription, we have concerns that the outcome of the process will be less certain. Without this clarity, we remain sceptical as to whether LAAs will aid delivery of the long term objective of sustainable development through sustainable communities. CPRE would like to use this opportunity to relate the following six key concerns on this theme:   
LAAs and the urban/rural balance

8. CPRE has significant concerns that there will be an inappropriate imbalance in the focus of attention and resources in favour of concentrated urban areas of population as opposed to fragmented and marginalised rural communities. We would recommend that guidance prepared by the Commission for Rural Communities in October 2007 on the ‘rural proofing’ of LAAs is recognised and clearly supported within the statutory and operational guidance.    

LAAs and delivery of sustainable communities
9. CPRE has identified a change in tone in the focus of LAAs within this consultation. In earlier guidance prepared in March 2006 it was stated that the “the primary objective of an LAA is to deliver genuinely sustainable communities through better outcomes for local people” (page 7). On page 14 of this consultation you now state that LAAs exist to deliver strong, safe and prosperous communities. We see the potential for this objective to conflict with a Sustainable Community Strategy (SCS) that LAAs will now have a duty to deliver, and would recommend that the initial primary objective is retained.

10. We are also aware of the involvement of the Sustainable Development Unit within the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) in providing guidance and support to help ensure that local authorities embed sustainable development within their communities. CPRE would recommend that this work is recognised within the statutory and operational guidance as we are particularly concerned by the absence of prescription for the ‘sustainability proofing’ of LAAs. 

11. CPRE has reservations over the robustness of the SCS, with their lack of requirement to complete a Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA), as there is a tendency for the strategy to degenerate into blandness and generality. As LAAs also have no legal responsibility to complete an SEA, this leaves a strategic gap in securing the delivery of sustainable development at the local level. CPRE recommends that the SCS must be reformed, with measures to secure greater environmental robustness and accountability, before it is used as a vision to lead the future development of place-shaping through the LAA.
12. While recognising the reduced quantity of national indicators that will inform LAAs, CPRE has concerns that of the 198 indicators only 14 are classified within the heading of environment and sustainability. Viewing this list, it is clear that central government perceive climate change as the primary environmental concern, there is a danger that this might come at the expense of other environmental issues that could be addressed through an LAA. In light of this, CPRE would recommend that further statutory guidance is given to LSPs on the importance of a high quality natural and living environment when developing local priorities to deliver sustainable communities; alongside paragraph 10 above.

LAAs, effective leadership, and the role of LSPs
13. Shaping places requires strong local leadership with the full support of the resident community. We have concerns as to whether LSPs, as they currently function, are fit for this purpose. CPRE recommends that further consideration is given to section 5 of the consultation – the role of local partners, to address these concerns.

14. For example, we have considerable doubts about the effectiveness of LSPs in representing the wide range of interests they are designed to cover as only a small minority of interest groups can be directly represented on the LSP.  In our experience, there is a tendency for those not directly represented to feel excluded from the decision-making process, and the guidance offers no clear prescriptive measures as to how those not considered appropriate consultees can engage and influence their LAA. It is also still not clear to CPRE, as an interested third sector body, as to how membership of the LSP is acquired. There is an evident lack of transparency and accountability in the selection process. 
15. CPRE welcomes in principle the recommendation that relevant local authorities can determine an unlimited number of local priorities within their LAA alongside national priorities. We also welcome the removal of centralised ring fenced funding constraints. However, we have concerns that this does not go far enough to deliver the ‘double devolution’ that had previously been mooted within Whitehall, and which would have gone some way to appeasing our concerns. Even though one of the national indicators is to support a thriving third sector, it is not clear how CPRE and other third sector and community groups, who have no financial influence to deliver projects, can bring forward local area based initiatives within their LSP and LAA?  
16. For this reason, CPRE is concerned that communities continue to feel disengaged from their LSP. We note initial findings of an Urban Forum survey on LSPs within neighbourhood renewal areas which highlighted that less than 20% of community and voluntary groups felt that their influence on the strategy was good. Our own impression is that relatively few of the parish councils, other community-based organisations and individuals CPRE deals with are aware of the existence of LSPs or their role.
17. CPRE supports the decision not to provide LSPs with a more formal role through legislation.  This would almost inevitably institutionalise their approach and distance them still further from the organisations and interests they are intended to represent.

LAAs and wider policy integration

18. CPRE strongly supports the plan-led system and believe that LDFs should take the lead in setting the spatial framework for LAAs to deliver within. Given the slow progress in the delivery of LDFs since reforms to the planning system in 2004, many areas lack the spatial framework to guide future development, and this places greater responsibility on the SCS and the newly proposed CAA to fill the gap. Given our concerns regarding the capability of the SCS to take on this responsibility, CPRE would recommend that this issue is considered and dealt with within the statutory and operational guidance. This is in terms of recognising the constraints these delays impose on the successful delivery of LAAs.  
19. In principle, CPRE can see the merits of keeping capital funding for transport projects separate from the financial resources to be made available within LAAs. However, as transport projects are often critical components in the successful delivery of area based initiatives, we would recommend that the statutory guidance prescribes clearly how an LAA would be integrated with its respective Local Transport Plan. 
LAAs and the ‘business as usual’ trend
20. CPRE believes that the partners of the LSP often lack the vision and commitment to a long-term programme of delivery. This can generate a culture of risk aversion in approach that is not the desired leadership response to the key long-term challenges that all areas have to deal with. For example, on page 15 of the supporting operational guidance on LAAs it is stated that Government Offices will want to see a clear and credible trajectory, through to an agreed target if that target extends beyond the 3-year timeframe. We see a risk that ambitious and visionary programmes may be sidelined due to this constraint. CPRE would recommend that the statutory and supporting guidance should account for and provide reassurance against this risk and to place priorities and targets within the wider context of the ultimate long-term objective that is the delivery of sustainable development through sustainable communities. We note and welcome, however, that the CAA intends to foster risk taking by avoiding the onerous assessment of performance that is purely based on the delivery of outputs. 
21. CPRE makes reference to a document prepared by the Sustainable Development Unit on Delivering Sustainable Communities with LAAs (2006), which gives examples where the narrow focus on targets have led to perverse and previously unforeseen consequences that run counter to the primary objective that is the delivery of sustainable communities. CPRE would recommend that this issue is highlighted within the statutory and supporting guidance. 
22. CPRE has concerns with the position that if there isn’t a local partner who can take responsibility against a designated priority then it should not be included with the LAA. As discussed in paragraph 15, this will exclude voluntary and community groups from the process, as it places them in a position of weakness in the company of public sector and commercial bodies. We would recommend that guidance should state that aspirational targets are as important as immediately deliverable ones. Also, by eliminating the potential for stretching targets to drive innovation and inspiration within public and private sector bodies, there is a risk that LAAs could simply become a reflector of present circumstance.             

LAAs and effective community engagement
23. CPRE has concerns with regards a new ‘duty to involve’, which is due to come into force in April 2009, and, in particular, whether it will provide something substantially different in terms of improving the quality and effectiveness of engagement. The three measures proposed within your consultation (to inform, to consult, and to involve in another way) do not inspire confidence that government has a clear solution to the deficiencies of community involvement as they are currently experienced. 

24. CPRE is acutely aware that despite our experience of engaging with local government and governance, we remain somewhat bamboozled and overwhelmed by the complexities of the system - as highlighted by the sheer range of terms and acronyms used. Given our own difficulties, we wonder how Government can expect the lay citizen to become genuinely involved in decision-making processes. 

25. Finally, we fear that the proposed sub-national review, if implemented, could lead to LAAs becoming a stronger delivery arm of the Regional Development Agency, which could bypass local community engagement still further. CPRE would like clarification within the statutory guidance as to how it is envisaged that LAAs would fit appropriately within the new sub-regional structure.     
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