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For all the bold and hopeful statements that have underpinned the Government’s planned urban renaissance, most recently articulated in the Sustainable Communities agenda, there are many out here that remain deeply sceptical of whether the policy interventions and political objectives will achieve their aim, let alone address some of the environmental concerns implicated.
  In particular, in addressing the ‘Sustainable’ aspects, which have remained remarkably, and unsurprisingly, slippery as wet soap in their definition. Whilst, in an inarticulate manner - much like their captain at the helm - the DETR/DTLR/ODPM empire lurched clumsily towards sustainability with an environmental purpose, one felt that John Prescott, despite his Jaguars, actually believed in it, somewhere somehow in the future.  There is no kidding, however, from Ruth Kelly (and subsequently, Hazel Blears).  As quickly recounted to me by contacts within Communities (one is apparently forbidden to acronymise it to DeCLoG), sustainability – for what it’s worth – has been put on the back burner; the focus is on people (apparently in an environment-free environment).  One step forward, two steps back.

It is then, perhaps, timely that Sir John Lawton, Chair of the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution (RCEP), at the launch of its 26th report on 6th March 2007, has called Government’s urban policy as “too timid”, and that “tinkering” is and will not be enough.
 The report, entitled unequivocally The Urban Environment, is the result of over two years of gathering evidence, undertaking research and critical analysis, and peer review.  Whilst it made hardly a splash in the media, it is possible that the ripples, over time, will become influential waves.  “Humbly [submitted]… to the Queen’s Most Excellent Majesty”, the Report’s weight (200 plus pages) is the combined academic gravitas of the Commission, together with the contributions from over 170 organisations and individuals, including representatives from all key Government departments.

Reading between the careful wording it is clear to recognise the Commission’s considerable frustration at the Government’s failure big-time to grapple with what is admittedly a profoundly complex beast.  Nevertheless, at the Report’s launch the Commissioners state their astonishment at the “lack of an over-arching urban environment policy.”  This hasn’t been for want of not knowing what the problems are; rather either an inability to identify their relationships in political or practical terms, or an unwillingness to make difficult political decisions time and time again. “When it comes to improving the environment, we repeatedly found ourselves revisiting the idea that much of what is conventional wisdom has not been implemented effectively.”  Someone is frightened of upsetting the Treasury’s horses.  

The Commissioners recognise the considerable difficulties facing Government and that the blame cannot just be put solely at its door; social trends are forever moving the goalposts.  It describes a ‘web of constraints’ having impeded progress, and that “such a complex system is particularly prone to the law of unintended consequences. It is likely to be unresponsive to one-size-fits-all policy interventions….Urban environmental management is a ‘wicked problem.’”
Nevertheless, the Commissioners highlight a concern that they could find little evidence that government, at any level, is tackling the quality of the urban environment and the quality of people’s lives in an integrated way.  Most environmental and urban policies focus on different media (e.g. air) or problem areas (e.g. waste) in a disparate manner.  Changes, the Commissioners argue, cannot come about by “piecemeal tinkering”, nor, interestingly, by relying on “simplistic technological solutions.”  These “well-meant but misguided attempts to impose simple solutions on complex problems” have often led to systemic failure: “Overall progress in managing the urban environment cannot be said to be proportionate to the analytic effort expended on the topic.”
And yet the Commissioners recognise the futility of appealing to society’s altruistic sympathies, or bombarding people with information, without meaningful and fundamental changes to existing social infrastructures.  The Report implies that this has often substituted for want of action on the ground.

A grasp of the natural

Most high-level reports on urban issues, no matter how august the authors, traditionally disappoint in the way the biodiversity of our towns and cities is addressed.  The natural environment in all its wayward variety and ability to transcend the bureaucracy of key performance indicators is usually seemingly invisible, but if featured is either ‘patronised’ as something communities occasionally get involved with, or used as a bit of window-dressing.  This Report surprises by being demonstrably comprehensive on the contemporary issues facing the natural environment within urban areas, and its potential benefits if adequately protected, managed and enhanced.  Thirty pages directly comment on rivers and wetlands, ecosystem services, sustainable drainage systems, soils, brownfield land, protected species, green spaces, Green Belt, allotments, private gardens, woodlands, trees, biodiversity, green infrastructure, access to natural greenspace, green roofs, green networks, and Biodiversity Action Plans.

The report briefly captures the state of play; the decline in quality and accessibility of many urban parks, the loss of playing fields and allotments, the transformation of front gardens to car-parks.  It identifies the damage by increasing light pollution on wildlife, the rise in traffic pollution (that results in an average reduction of life expectancy by 8 months), increasing water abstraction, the damage caused by the inclusion of private gardens within the definition of brownfields land, and the weakness of environmental constraints within the planning system. 

Aided by some critical input from a variety of contributors, the Commissioners have, perhaps unusually, provided an eloquent snapshot of the current philosophy and practice advocated by many of those active in the field.
  Much reads like echoed mantras that have fallen repeatedly on deaf governmental ears in the past – the functional value of the natural environment is “under-recognised by government policy and practice.” Little is new. Most is familiar to what a number of practitioners have been implementing where they can over the past 30 years, but are still exceptions to the rule, whether the relationship of people’s well-being to access to natural greenspace, sustainable drainage systems, or green roofs: “Many of the challenges and problems have been diagnosed repeatedly by specialists in the fields and that a broadly similar range of solutions have been proposed by experts over decades.”   And because it is informed by other urban environmental concerns, it both expands upon the limited picture captured in, say, the England Biodiversity Strategy, and provides a convincing rationale for advancing a pluralistic approach.  The natural environment’s role in urban areas – the Report states - is critical, and it “should be at the heart of urban design and management”, a phrase notably absent from Towards the Urban Renaissance.

So we can read that brownfield development targets should be reviewed in light of the importance of some wastelands for biodiversity and their role as accessible green spaces to many urban communities.
  CABE Space’s and Greenspace Scotland’s work in addressing the decline in many urban parks is captured, as well as the fact that their work is still cut out in light of the parlous state of many local authorities’ attitudes and approaches.  It refers to the progress made with integrating biodiversity action planning with the planning system in some English cities, but unless national policies are amended these efforts will always struggle against a framework of nature conservation that largely dismisses urban issues. Likewise the recent explosion of green roofs to meet largely biodiversity conservation objectives against urban regeneration pressure should be seen as a lever to stimulate policy measures to further encourage their adoption.

A concern for well-being

Health has been given emphasis within the Report. Added to their alarm at the increasing growth in car ownership and the “relatively puny” efforts to tackle the acute and chronic impacts of traffic emissions (compared, for example, with road accidents) it is particularly encouraging to read that the Commissioners “are strongly persuaded that access to good quality green space provides an effective, population-wide strategy for the promotion of good health, wellbeing and quality of life.”  Indeed, in addition to wanting to see a drastic curtailment in urban traffic (and widespread adoption of Low Emission Zones) they go further to recommend that planning guidance should be specifically amended to recognise the health benefits of green space.  This should give succour to Natural England in its brazen steps into the world of general practitioners and Primary Care Trusts.

What is called for

The Commissioners’ concern for health is explicit within the Report’s over-arching recommendation that the Government develops “a coherent policy framework containing explicit policies for the urban environment to meeting environmental targets and improving the health and wellbeing of their citizens.”  It suggests that an environmental contract between central and local government is developed, from which the Commissioners’ 39 other recommendations regarding health, the natural environment, green space, urban design, transport, and governance (which are not suggested to be exhaustive) can start to set the foundations for future environmental improvements (those relevant to the natural environment are set out in Annex 1). All of these – the Report states – “require urgent consideration and implementation.” 

The Report boldly states, however, that these recommendations “represent the absolute minimum set of responses that the UK Government and devolved administrations ought to pursue without need for further inquiry or delay” (my emphasis).   Many of these are unsurprising, but they add weight to a growing consensus of concern at the lack of governmental action (and even interest) in a plethora of problems within the urban environment as a whole in the UK, and in particular the negative impact of urban environmental conditions on people’s health.  Going further, the Report states that none of the aspirations for environmentally sustainable urban areas will be met unless a set of precautionary and holistic principles are adopted, including that ‘urban growth and renewal are planned within environmental limits’ and for ‘the reduction of negative environmental impacts [to be] incentivised’. Given that the Commissioners are “dismayed by the Barker Review’s suggestion [for] a stronger presumption in favour of development” they are unlikely to be particularly impressed with the recent Planning White Paper.

The Royal Commission clearly have brought some disparate threads together, and as such have identified the alarming absence of attention given to the collective whole by Government: “The urban environment has failed as yet to gain a discernible and coherent policy agenda.”  Nevertheless, the report also recognises the considerable challenges ahead.  Changes in and to institutions, infrastructure, and the availability of the appropriate skills are essential.  Planning, legal and regulatory changes will be required in order to facilitate the considerable benefits of comprehensive green infrastructure against the long-tradition of engineering and development orthodoxy.  Whether this results in any noticeable action from Government remains to be seen.

ANNEX 1

RCEP recommendations with reference to the natural environment 

	Recommendation
	Justification

	That the UK Government upgrades local authorities’ current discretionary powers on well-being to a statutory duty to protect and enhance the environment.
	More emphasis required on the environmental component of sustainable development.

	That the Department for Communities and Local Government takes a share in the PSA on climate change and that its devolved equivalents take on a similar climate change objective
	To address silo working in Government; the current PSA is applicable to DEFRA (and its equivalents) only.

	That central and local government ensure that environmental constraints are recognised and respected by the planning system and by policies for urban areas.
	Dismay at Barker Review’s suggestion for stronger presumption in favour of development; Government should commit itself to meeting the environmental component of sustainable development.

	That DCLG and its devolved equivalents amend their planning policy statements and guidance to reflect a broader definition of the natural environment in urban areas and to recognise and protect the role that urban ecosystems can play in improving towns and cities.  Planning policy and guidance should…promote the use of green infrastructure and provide a menu of options for planners and developers to use, including:

· creation of green networks and green infrastructure;

· urban river restoration;

· the use of green and built infrastructure for flood storage and redirection;

· the use of SuDS, including green roofs; and

· the promotion of urban trees and woodland.
	To address the inadequate recognition of ecosystem services in existing planning guidance.

	That the EA, SEPA an the relevant body in Northern Ireland, in partnership with other bodies, each produce a strategy on urban river restoration and publish guidance on its costs, environmental, social and economic benefits, potential funding sources, opportunities for community engagement and examples of good practice.
	Concern that the potential for urban river restoration is far from being fully realised.

	That the UK development and devolved administrations strengthen their planning policies to direct development away from flood-risk areas, and ensure that planning authorities follow this principle in practice.
	Concern at development still being permitted in flood risk areas.

	That local planning authorities use supplementary planning guidance to minimise the use of hard-standing, and require the use of permeable surfaces for paving and car-parking.
	To reduce adverse impacts arising from loss of front gardens to parking, 

	That DCLG and its devolved equivalents strengthen the presumption in planning guidance in favour of green belt protection and make it clear that it should be set aside only in truly exceptional circumstances of development needs.
	Belief in the broad success of the principle.

	That the UK Government and its devolved administrations review the environmental impact of brownfield policies across the UK, and consider whether the 60% target will remain appropriate across England after 2008.
	Recognition of value of some brownfield land for biodiversity and other ecosystem services.

	That DCLG and its devolved equivalents ensure that planning policy guidance recognise that not all brownfield land is equally suitable for development, because gardens and other areas may provide ecosystem and amenity services.
	Concern at impacts of under-regulated backfill development.

	That DEFRA, DCLG and their devolved equivalents:

· publish information on the extent and condition of urban trees;

· increase support for urban tree planting and maintenance within national forestry strategies and planning guidance; and

· ensure that local authorities use their powers to protect existing urban trees and ensure that adequate provision is made for the protection or planting of trees when planning permission is granted for new developments.
	Concern at lack of urban emphasis in most forestry strategies, and on-going loss of and damage to urban trees.

(Note: DCLG is to shortly publish Trees in Towns II, a comprehensive update of the 1992 survey report of urban trees)

	We recommend that:

· the UK government and devolved administrations amend UK and national Biodiversity Action Plans to include a priority habitat of special urban character; and

· all urban local authorities produce a LBAP linked to their Local Development Framework.
	To protect urban biodiversity more effectively.

	We repeat the recommendation from our 23rd Report on Environmental Planning that DCLG and its devolved equivalents set minimum standards on size and distance to ensure access to good quality green space particularly in urban areas.
	Communities in deprived areas, social housing, or poorly-performing local authority areas housing still at risk from sharing the benefits of easy access to quality greenspaces.

	That the UK government and devolved administrations promote a strategic and integrated approach to the urban drainage system. As part of this, we recommend that DEFRA, DCLG and their devolved equivalents:

· clarify ownership and responsibility for the long-term maintenance of every element of surface water drainage systems, including SuDS;

· bring forward reforms to ensure that SuDS are the preferred option, and are incorporated wherever feasible in all new urban drainage schemes within 5 years;

· amend S106 of the Water Industries Act 1993 in England & Wales to encourage the use of SuDS; and

· promote the role of SuDS in strengthened planning policy statements and guidance on the natural environment.
	Increased urgency to address range of institutional weaknesses in drainage management in the face of higher risks of flooding in urban areas.

	That masterplanning and design codes incorporate environmental design principles in all new developments and redevelopments.
	Concern that environmental measures are not fully considered, for example preparing for climate change.

	That the higher and further education sectors and professional bodies develop training and CPD for the built environment sector that includes environmental sustainability as a core part of the curriculum, and ensures that the workforce has the skills to identify, install and maintain environmental technologies and green infrastructure in order to promote environmental sustainability in urban areas.
	Concern at a widespread loss of existing skills and shortage of necessary skills to address urgent environmental improvements. Innovation is almost wholly down to individuals and small teams working largely ‘outside the system.’


Mathew Frith is Landscape Regeneration Manager for Peabody Trust, and reviewed the draft of the Report’s Natural Environment chapter; these views are his own.
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