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Overall
CPRE acknowledge the considerable work that has been undertaken in relation to this Sustainability Appraisal (SA) which contains a lot of useful data and analysis. CPRE also acknowledge the difficulties in assessing the impacts of incremental changes of broadbrush policies over a wide area.  Overall the SA is a reasonable attempt to objectively qualify the impacts the Proposed Changes will have on the region. However our comments on gaps or problems in analysis and the way in which the conclusions have been presented in summary form are detailed below.
Deferring uncertainties to LDF stage is not sustainable
The SA acknowledges that there are a number of uncertainties in the assessment which means it is not possible to assess the effects of development at a local scale.  For example the effects on biodiversity, landscape, cultural heritage as well as the capacity of water resources and sewage treatment.  In some cases the uncertainty arises from implementation and the quality of the development delivered, and in others a lack of information at a local level or on the cumulative effects.  

However, rather than inferring from this uncertainty that development needs to be scaled back until it can be shown that negative impacts will not occur, the SA recommends, in many cases, that this will be dealt with through implementation, presumably through Local Development Framework plans. For example:
“The housing allocation for Lincoln and adjacent districts has increased by 67% making it more likely that a change in the character of the settlement could take place with development (depending on the proportion of this allocation that is placed in Lincoln). Maintaining Lincoln’s cultural distinctiveness will be highly dependent on effective delivery.” Pp91
“A number of areas which are sensitive in terms of cultural heritage are

likely to see an increase in housing allocation in the Proposed Changes including Lincoln, Nottingham, Melton Mowbray, Market Harborough and Newark and the LDF Site Allocations process will be key in selecting sites that do not damage the character of the region.” Pp137
“Increasing development throughout the region is likely to have significant cumulative effects on the region’s built character along with its landscape. The extent to which this effect is likely to be positive or negative will depend on the quality of development delivered.” Pp138
While CPRE EMRG can appreciate the difficulties in assessing local and cumulative impacts, based on broadbrush policies at a regional scale, the problem in deferring the analysis of impacts to the LDF stage is that this will be too late.  The housing targets will have been established for districts through the Regional Plan and will be difficult to amend or reduce at a local level without penalty to the planning authority, should local studies or assessments demonstrate that the level of development would create unsustainable environmental impacts.  In many cases it may not be possible to find “the right site” and in some cases only a reduction in levels of development would serve to mitigate potentially adverse impacts.

Flawed assumptions on housing

In the SA of housing a number of fundamentally flawed assumptions are made. These include:

a) that the Government’s household projections provide a reliable forecast of housing needs for the next 20 years

b) that housing provision needs have to keep pace with household formation to ensure house price:income ratio is not exacerbated
c) that more market housing will lead to more affordable housing being provided and vice versa
Addressing these in turn:

(a)  CPRE EMRG’s response to the Proposed Changes consultation argues that there are several problems with the household projections in terms of reliability and consistency. We have commissioned an analysis of the validity and reliability of the 2004 household projections for the East Midlands. S. Custance Baker. 2008. An Assessment of House Building Projections for the East Midlands Region. Procon Conmputer Modelling. May 2008.  Some of the key findings of that assessment were:

Some of the basic data on which household projections are based are extremely uncertain (e.g. international immigration) or highly variable (e.g inter-regional migration) making extrapolations 20 years in the future extremely tentative. The projections are also extremely sensitive to changes in certain variables (e.g housing occupancy levels) which can lead to large differences depending on input assumptions.

While CPRE acknowledges the need to build more houses, particularly affordable houses, it is possible that we may need many fewer houses in total than the Government's figures. Our analysis shows that small changes in assumptions can lead to estimated figures as low as 285,000 or as high as 506,000 new homes between now and 2026. The point of this analysis is to demonstrate that projecting housing need 20 years into the future is at best, an inexact science, and at worst, an extremely misleading, and potentially damaging, policy guide.

(b)  There is very little empirical evidence of a relationship between levels of housebuilding and house prices. The supply of new housing makes only a very small contribution to house price trends: typically new homes represent only 10% of the houses on the market at any time. There would need to be an extraordinary and unsustainable increase in housebuilding to impact significantly on prevailing house prices. Analysis by CPRE has shown that the rate of dwelling completions in four selected areas of England bore no relation to house prices or affordability.

The rise in house prices over the last few years was due to an increase in demand rather than a shortfall in supply.  Demand factors include low interest rates, the unattractiveness of alternative investments (such as stocks and shares) and a boom in ‘buy to let’ properties in recent years. Likewise the recent fall in house prices is due to a shortage of credit and falling confidence in the economy.  It has little to do with the level of housebuilding.  CPRE acknowledges there is still a problem with affordability, but we would argue this has much more to do with demand factors than supply, and linking housing provision to house price:income ratios is a red herring.
(c)  The SA acknowledges that this assumption has been challenged by several respondents in previous consultations on the regional plan.  CPRE agrees there is an urgent need for increased supply of affordable homes for people who cannot afford homes on the open market. The current regional target is to build nearly 7,000 affordable homes a year. However, the region consistently fails to meet this target by a wide margin. In 2006-07 the number of new houses in the East Midlands was 22,025, exceeding the housing targets. By contrast the number of new affordable houses was only 2,513, some 4,026 short of the target. Levels of affordable housing have been significantly below target for many years suggesting that increasing levels of housebuilding generally is not a guaranteed way to provide more affordable housing.

The consequence of these flawed assumptions is that the Government’s housing projections are accepted at face value as being necessary to meet the first of the SA objectives, namely “To ensure that the housing stock meets the housing needs of the Region”. For example on pp75 the SA states “The Proposed Changes is also clearer in terms of Growth Points helping to ensure that they can assist in addressing the region’s housing objectives” and “The level and distribution of housing provision is likely to meet demand, including affordable housing needs and the needs of vulnerable groups.”
Jobs/Homes analysis
The summary conclusions of the SA are that  “The jobs homes analysis undertaken at the draft plan stage has been re-run and is similar in all regions, thus (in theory) minimising the risk of long distance commuting (subject to the uncertain performance of the RTS).”

Table 7.1 on pp63/64 present an analysis of how dwelling provision corresponds to likely employment growth.  However while the housing figures have been updated based on the (at the time) latest household projections, the employment figures are based on previous figures from the Experian model, up to 2016.  Aside from the limitations of the Experian model itself, the recent downturn in the economy means that the employment figures will be seriously outdated.  For example over the period 2001-2016 full time employment has been assumed to increase by 6.25% while the total number of dwellings is assumed to increase by 17%.  The figures in the table should therefore be treated with considerable caution.
The other problem with the analysis is that it is fairly broad brush at regional level and the numbers of additional new dwellings are a small proportion of the existing housing stock. However in certain locations, such as the new growth points, the additional new dwellings will be a much higher proportion of the overall housing stock. Coupled with the likely contraction in employment growth, the results at local level may be significantly different from the regional average.
Inadequate assessment of impact on environmental services
The SA does not fully consider the effect of growth and development associated with the housing provision in ‘Policy 13’ and sub-regional policies, eg ‘Policy Three Cities SRS 3’, on environmental services (termed Environmental Infrastructure in the plan). These services include green infrastructure; biodiversity; the productive capacity of soils on Grade 1, 2 and 3a land; ‘spongy landscapes’ and areas of tranquillity. 
Very little consideration is given in the SA and Proposed Changes to food and biofuel production at a time of increasing demand for food, and non-food crops, mainly biofuels.

Further, no consideration is given to the extent of Environmental Stewardship on agricultural land: field margins and corners are often managed for the environment while the ‘field centre’ is managed for food (or non-food) production. Conventional production systems (for example, those based around spring cropping) have environmental benefits (provision of winter stubbles for birdlife) that will inevitably be reduced under the SRS 3 objectives. A Defra-led review of Environmental Stewardship, run jointly with Natural England, reports the following results for the end of November 2006.

•
Forty percent of agricultural land, by area of holdings in England, is in either Entry Level Stewardship, Organic Entry Level Stewardship or Higher Level Stewardship

•
This represents approximately 3.7m hectares of land

•
Regionally, the highest levels of uptake of Entry Level Stewardship, the most widespread environmental scheme open to farmers, were in the East, East Midlands and North East

•
Cereal and Mixed Cropping farms had the largest number of holdings and area in Entry Level Stewardship; Cereal farms had the largest number of holdings and area in Higher Level Stewardship

•
Larger farms were more likely to join Entry Level Stewardship than smaller farms.

Cereal and Mixed Cropping farms are typical of the East Midlands landscape. Loss of ‘versatile’ (as discussed in Policy 26), more productive land will therefore be associated with a loss in other environmental services.

To meaningfully meet the sustainability criteria outlined in the SA, the draft plan has to consider how growth and associated development will trade off against both environmentally- (e.g. biodiversity) and production- (e.g. food) based environmental services, on all land. The SA of the ‘Options for Change Consultation’ concluded that the higher the housing growth rate, the more likely that:

•
Pressure will be put on environmental resources such as water and minerals and on environmental assets such as wildlife and the landscape

•
Total CO2 emissions and waste generated by the region will increase.

While these findings relate to an earlier stage of the SA process, they will clearly apply to the revised Proposed Changes, particularly as proposed housing numbers have been increased. As discussed above, environmental resources are found on productive, ‘conventional’ Cereal Farms. Often these farms are the larger, more commercial holdings. Environmental resources in the East Midlands are not confined to ‘protected’ areas, such as Natura 2000 sites.
Climate Change

The SA concludes (p222) concludes that the Proposed Changes strengthen the plan by giving fuller consideration to climate change, and refers to the design policy and treatment of Lincolnshire coastal districts. 
However  in relation to the design policy it states
“It would be stronger in sustainability terms if it required all major development to achieve the highest viable level of building sustainability, rather than only urban extensions.” (pp218)
CPRE consider it unlikely that CO2 emissions will be reduced under the proposed levels of growth contained in the Proposed Changes, even where building sustainability is improved. In particular, as the SA notes, there is uncertainty regarding the deliverability of sustainable transport measures; this uncertainty was recognised by the Regional Spatial Strategy panel. The SA emphasises the need to prioritise public and other sustainable transport measures and CPRE fully support this finding.

The Coastal Strategy for Lincolnshire also refers only to adaptation rather than mitigation.  

The SA also concludes that the plan has been strengthened in that if gives fuller coverage of environmental issues and the effects of climate change and better protection of Natura 2000 sites. However, as argued above, the plan does not consider the range of landscape services provided, in the main, by agricultural land in the East Midlands. In particular, it does not consider the effect on the region’s capacity to produce food or biofuels or the environmental benefits of the widespread coverage of Environmental Stewardship within the East Midlands. 
Economic infrastructure

In the SA of economic infrastructure, there is a discussion about the need for sustainable development (pp210) at the beginning. However the remainder of the chapter ignores this and focuses on GVA. It is also not clear whether or how the subquestions on pp216 relating to the economic objective have been met.
Water resources/sewage treatment capacity
The SA is quite frank in its analysis on water resources/water quality. It acknowledges that the environmental capacity has already been exceeded in some parts of the region.

To the northeast of the region, the licensed surface or groundwater abstractions exceed the sustainable limit, potentially affecting rivers and wetlands. Severn Trent Water estimates that climate change could result in a further reduction of water yields of the River Trent and the Derwent valley reservoir system. (pp140)

It also acknowledges that potential significant cumulative effects are expected to arise on water quality and water resources as a result of implementation of policies in the East Midlands Regional Plan. 
“Providing the housing allocation set out in the Plan in the locations specified whilst maintaining sufficient water resources and water quality may not be feasible.”

And yet while the SA Summary Table on pp230 recognises that water resources and STW capacity may still restrict development in some areas, it states “This is an issue which will need to be dealt with through LDFs (informed by Water Cycle Studies) and the next round of the LDFs.”

In other words, even though there are clear breaches of environmental capacity in some areas, and Water Cycle Studies, yet to be done, may reveal further capacity restraints, the level of development will not be restricted at regional level. While clearly detailed water cycle studies need to be done at local level, this means that any district figures provided in the Regional Plan must be provisional on the sustainability of that level of development.

Summary tables
The summary Table 22.1 (pp218-222) does not seem to adequately reflect some of the conclusions from earlier parts of the report.  To cite just three examples: 
“There are positive aspects in relation to reducing the risks associated with climate change e.g. Policy on the design of development, but this is overshadowed by transport policies which are likely to have an indirect negative effect.” (pp76).
“However, increased development will inevitable lead to increased pressure on biodiversity in the region.” (pp120).

“However, a number of the sub-regional policies may actually increase travel by car, particularly policies 51 and 52, negatively affecting air quality in the region.” Pp159
 “The level of development set out in the Plan and the locations of this development may not be sustainable in the long term. Locating development in areas of flood risk is likely to lead to cumulative significant negative effects on reducing the risk of flooding, and is likely to exacerbate it.” Pp159
Yet these conclusions are not carried forward to the summary table which in relation to these issues suggest there are no significant concerns.

The SA also draws some surprising conclusions, for example on the new policy on strategic distribution, the SA Summary Table states  “It is expected to have positive implications for the economy, transport, congestion and air quality. The addition of a clause on environmental impact and European nature conservation sites is positive.”
Yet there is no analysis to support this conclusion, nor are the potentially negative impacts of new strategic distribution sites in terms of some of the other strategic objectives of the plan acknowledged.
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