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Briefing for the House of Commons 2nd Reading of the Local Democracy, Economic Development and Construction Bill, 1st June 2009

The Local Democracy, Economic Development and Construction Bill will refashion the operation of regional and local government. This Bill proposes to integrate the regional and spatial strategies into one integrated regional strategy, abolish the regional assemblies (RAs) and pass planning powers to the regional development agencies (RDAs) and Local Leadership Boards. 

Engagement in the planning process

The Woodland Trust welcomes the intention to improve engagement with the planning system. Proper and meaningful consultation helps ensure transparency and public confidence in decision-making. In its present form there is, however, a risk that the legislation will erode public and stakeholder engagement. The Trust believes that the Bill must provide a statutory role for regional stakeholders such as NGOs to input their expertise into the creation, implementation and monitoring of the new integrated regional strategies. 

In Clause 72 we are concerned that the RDAs and Local Leadership Boards will be the sole authority when deciding who it is appropriate to consult. Additionally, Clause 75 furnishes the Secretary of State with the power to decide which groups should be involved in the revisions to the integrated strategy. This should be amended so that there is an obligation on the responsible regional authorities to engage those stakeholders and community groups who will potentially be affected by the integrated strategies.  

The Regional Strategy

The new regional strategies should integrate social and environmental concerns alongside the need for economic development. Moreover the delivery of economic growth through the regional strategies should afford due regard to potential environmental impacts. 

Meanwhile the strategies should include policies tailored to mitigate, and adapt to, climate change. In practice this could involve implementing polices that protect crucial environmental assets, such as ancient woodland, restore degraded habitats and embark on a strategic expansion of the natural environment to deliver accessible and multifunctional greenspace.  

The RDAs
RDAs were constituted to stimulate economic growth within their regions. With these agencies now assuming power to shape regional planning, the Trust is concerned that the sustainable development duty in Clause 70 is not broad enough. The duty should not only relate to the RDAs role in planning, but encompass all aspects of their work. Regional and local planning must integrate environmental and social concerns with economic growth if it is to protect irreplaceable environmental assets including ancient woodland and thus deliver genuine sustainable development.  
For further information please contact: 

Lee Bruce email: leebruce@woodlandtrust.org.uk or phone 08452 935 551
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