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Summary of Institutional Memory Seminar: Strategic Planning and the rural urban fringe. 

Strategic Planning 
What Institutions have been lost? 

Board notes 

· WMRA loss of forums for officers and members to exchange views on issues of common interest 

· RDA- AWM (regional funding advice and investment priorities)

· GOWM

· SWM

· WMRO

· WMCS

· Not just the agencies but the partnerships and networks 

· Capacity from other statutory agencies including Natural England , Environment Agency and Sport England, 

· Regional infrastructure eg housing and transport 

· Regional funding advice

· Loss of focus on those issues that can only be solved by capturing the economic geography of the times. 

Discussion 

Important here that it is not the agency that is the issue key. It is the people and experience that goes within it. These people have been displaced and a whole tier of human capital lost. It is the networks and exchanges and liaisons that are irreplaceable given the magnitude of the disjuncture.  

So whilst specific bodies are readily be listed, the names do not really mean anything.  It was the people who were important, who built the institutional capital.  Partnerships and networks were created and were key to the success. These linkages and exchanges were crucial in identifying and setting up the regional agenda and priorities. A huge amount of effort was invested in regional structures and groups and its value was primarily in devising a
  consensual regional strategy across a broad range of interests.  

However there was an inherent weakness and assumption underlying the (common) activity of creating organisations;- thinking that they would solve the issue. This has provided the present government with the ammunition to do the things they are doing.  Therefore it is important that we are clear about just what we have lost. The focus is to dwell on the names of organisations but the names hide the real loss.  

Just because we had networks that did work doesn’t mean that they will work now. They worked because they had a purpose, and the danger with abolition of the regional level is that the remaining networks cease to have any purpose or value. They are surplus to requirements and will not be delivering any product. The purpose of all bodies created was to represent a viewpoint and we are now going to lose lines of communication and the kind of mature debate leading to positive outcomes. Although there were limited resources, the arena within which decision making occurred was a functional one which allowed unpopular decisions to be made in the interests of wider society.  Cannot see the LEP level filling the void as LEPs can choose whether or not to take on different activities.  

 Getting priorities across local authorities for investment was important when resources were limited. Do not have that level for decision making anymore. Expectation is that LAs will come together voluntarily.  For example, in the late 1980s we have to remember that West Midland LAs got together because they thought it was expedient to do so. They got together because it made sense. They were issues above the LA level and that arrangement for strategic planning was fine. However, we didn’t need the institutionalisation
 that subsequently came. The West Midlands Forum was a fine arrangement. The other institutions brought with them more negative than positive additions to that process. Lots of bureaucracy and fine detail that made it too time consuming. 

The resultant hierarchy had to jump over 4 hurdles national, regional, sub-regional and local with lots of time synchronisation issues. One plan might be being updated just as another one finished which made getting a proposal through a major feat. These difficult decisions were made worse by local politicians referring up more controversial decisions and using waiting for a particular level to be updated as a reason for prevarication. This played into the hands of the present government which saw the problem lying with the regional structures rather than elsewhere. Interestingly in the West Midlands it was thought that there was a lot of local authority buy in except with the housing numbers and the regional plan did become the LA-approved plan. However this was not the case elsewhere
.  

One problem was that Regional structure got too big. It became difficult to deal with. The experience around this table that will be lost; the working together and consistency is key. Uncertainty is the enemy of investment. RPG gave us certainty and we didn’t always like what came out of it but it did mean that people sought to make sure their voices were heard. What came out of it was absolutely critical to the development industry. 
In a locally based agenda local members will not give up their lead until the wheel comes off the process. 

It was an integrated approach. RUF has a tension between economic and environmental issues. The regional approach provided a framework to make choices.  It was suggested that this might all disappear or would it? 
Where is all that experience and data going and is there a way to harness it in order to improve strategic planning??? The regions used to get together and provided a conduit for putting up perspectives from region to national. The quality of debate was important. The bottom up communications to national government is lost. 
What  aspects of strategic planning will be lost
 

Board notes 

There will be a loss of ...
· Capacity of staff and agencies across the whole area of spatial planning. 

· Spatial planning joining up economy, health planning etc. 

· Loss of understanding of the Big picture (politically convenient)

· Willingness to take unpopular but necessary decisions in the wider societal/regional  context 

· “Perspective” on key issues that was evident at the regional level. 

· Sub-regional (cross boundary) issues across all policy areas 

· Cross boundary decisions leading to increasing complexity of decision making processes with multiple decision takers and less strategic overview. 

· Working across local authority boundaries; this is transferable IF local authorities want to do but there is no compulsion. 

· Loss of cross boundary co-ordination particularly major development and economic development locations (MIS

· Loss of requirement for other areas to recognise flows, relationships and interdependencies – increase in pressure on authorities to consume their own smoke
· Dealing with urban-rural renaissance; functional flows complementary policies and decision making. 

· Significant and mature lines of communication 

· Networks 

· Consistency of approach 

· Consideration of funding potential and prioritisation 

· Strategic regional evidence base to shape policy which will become based on
 what?

· Ability to focus on creating an attractive (physical and economic) environment with certainty for inward investment 

· Ensuring that there is sectoral integration (homes, jobs, transport/waste
) 

· Loss of strategic monitoring and evaluation functions. 

· Loss of coherence 

· Transport planning

· Prioritisation of more than local infrastructure demands   

· Unhelpful and destructive completion on grounds of retail office and parking provision and using business rates and Enterprise zones
. 

· Loss of certainty for major investment decisions 

· Strategic trends and impacts on Vulnerable groups and people; supported housing needs  

· Landscape scale policies will natural England’s integrated biodiversity Action areas replace? 

· Loss of alignment of larger than local interests infrastructure, economy/ HSG
?

· Locally led housing targets meant that jigsaw no longer fits together.,  

· Sub regional housing market trends 

· Loss of means to address socio-economic polarisation 

Discussion 

Lots of experience amongst the participants - some 250 years I think! 

Issue of LEPS is seen as a real risk. Remember that the Regional Assembly did have the third sector and business interests.  It is important to note how business had become more embedded in the Regional Assembly. Issue that the government is creating the very institutions that created the problems  

LEPS are being encouraged rather than being pushed. Therefore the strategic planning focus will have gaps
. 

The issue of integration was critically discussed. RPG exercise of making choices across the board issues. This gave us the mandate. Looking at the RUF there was all this land capacity; let’s use it for housing. For urban renaissance to work, it should not be put around the fringe or edge. Stick it out further into larger settlements. 

It was integrated view covered all the different sectors. A holistic approach was taken allowing choices to be made. That was the process. 

However were the questions asked too big to have any real understanding of the implications? So people were unaware of the complex interrelationships and implications of answers
.  For example the need versus opportunity; growth pole versus dispersion. The question of actually who signed up to it was important. When people woke up to what some of that meant (as in Shropshire) you then had people objecting even though they might have originally signed up. Clearly the people who wrote the strategy made it joined up but the question of integration goes much further with the perspective of other players 

The sector join up wasn’t as good as it should have been. There were professionals who wrote their bit in isolation.  This was seen to have come about via the process of institutionalisation which, as the structures grew bigger and more unwieldy, created pigeon holes which were difficult to work across. Hence people worked in their own patch.  RSS did have lots of words and lots of things that were not implementable. The fragmentation was an issue however. 

Needed to focus on fewer things but bigger things, like the skills agenda, and lose the fine detail. Focus on those things that could be delivered.    So there was an illusion of integration as the institutional structure didn’t really allow it. 
This was generally accepted but it was stated that evidence and coordination was however improving and there were good linkages. For example the economic development strategy dovetailed into the planning strategy. It seemed ironic that just as things were getting
  more connected and a proper focus with good decision making it is ripped apart and back down to the        local level again
. 

The discussion did question the extent to which this did occur reflecting that diverging views were present (surely this is healthy?). 

As a user of the system there was jigsaw that fitted together and you could assess it. There was an integrity to the regional work that had been /was being done. The issue of the regional evidence base having a shelf life of probably not much more than 2 years. The downside was the economic reality. It was trying to push an economic philosophy. 
Lots of evidence still exists on web sites. Where institutions are being disbanded some websites are being hosted by partner organisations (for example WMRO’s website and resource catalogue will be hosted by Marketing Birmingham). However, this is not guaranteed to continue indefinitely (further funding cuts etc). The data is also not, in most cases, being updated in the form that it currently exists.  What will happen to the strategic, comparable evidence base? Will it slowly decay?
The centralisation policy was totally irrelevant to them
 and an impediment and pandered to political nimbyism.  For example the Stratford moratorium on development over last 7 years has had a huge impact on business and economic vitality. 

Market led view means that the regional structure isn’t appropriate. 

What remaining institutions play key roles?
Board Notes 

· None 

· Local Enterprise Partnerships could play a key role but (1) are they impartial (2) do they want to (3) will they be better at influencing
                                                                                                                      LEPS (hopefully )  but need to cooperate on a range of issues. They are certainly positive about transport  

· Department for transport have an ambition to devolve to sub-national areas. 

· RAWM
 

· RHAR (Regional homelessness group )
Discussion

There was a very very lively debate around this question with the tension around whether there would be a private sector led delivery model versus more conventional national/local government delivery model.  



Within the private sector led approach the government would still provide the guidance and say you go and get on with it set within these parameters (eg SD; Enterprise zones) but the role of the market was going to be playing a key role here and it was likely that through the private led delivery model evidence would be produced via consultancies. It was also deemed highly likely that the strategic planning gap would be filled by new structures which might emerge with the role of universities being important and influential. In this model the local authority would be merely field agents doing local and neighbourhood plans as part of localism. Local authorities will not have the credibility or resources to pick up any further roles. The LEPS seem to be moving away from planning related functions.  In this model the evidence base is highly problematic: on what basis is what are things being decided?  ‘Evidence’ can be produced to order and this raises real issues of integrity and sound planning.

The alternative model saw the key players being local authorities and central government. These both have the statutory powers and therefore nothing can happen in terms of housing etc unless they sanction it. Government will decide enterprise zones and issue general guidance which will has to be followed. This goes back to the situation in the 1980s. One key dictate is the presumption in favour of sustainable development (whatever that is).   This still leaves the huge gap in the middle depending on whether people choose to use it or not. Key is over whether Local Authorities play ball. In this two tier model the tension will be there.  The tension from the top with the need for growth set against the neighbourhood and local plan. 

A further dimension to the discussion was the view that LEPS are the only player in town. In many cases they have the local authorities on board and playing a leading role.  They do not necessarily have to have statutory planning powers to make an impact on planning but they will have an imperative to drive economic growth
. Planning will be on the radar. Planning does not need to have statutory powers(?). Local authorities do not have resources to manage processes.
�This is in fact the whole point of the idea of “memory loss”.  So what happens when people and experience are so rapidly dispersed?


�Was this because you had like minded souls in the groupings and anyone with dissenting voices was not included. So perhaps it was a self fulfilling prophecy of consensus. 





AGENT PROVOCATEUR COMMENT 


�I think this was a key lesson 


�I am really interested in this point. 


�On reflection is there a danger of rose tinted spectacles here. How does the loss issues highlighted here square with the lessons learnt where failure of getting the message across of what planning was for and what it did was a key point made time and time again. 





PLEASE NOTE I AM ACTING AS AGENT PROVOCATEUR!  


�Will the loss of a coherent, up-to-date regional evidence base lead to fragmented and market-led evidence creation that is not compatible across borders and is of less robust quality. Will policy remain evidence based? 





Was strategic policy ever really as evidence-based as claimed or was the evidence used to back up the decisions made in other ways?


�What about environment? 


�I assume this is an implication rather than a loss. 


�Sorry don’t know what this is. 


�And will these gaps be the strategic, complicated, unpopular decisions that were made at a regional/sub-regional level


�This raises issues of how participation exercises are conducted. The need to provide good information to make people aware of the consequences of particular viewpoints seems really important here. How was this issue addressed in the RSS consultations. 





�It would be interesting to know why there were differences of opinions here but i odnt want to upset peoples sensibilities. 


�Interesting issue of whether any interests or bodies left out here. 





For example how well were natural England involved. 





How well were rural; interests represented. 





�To who?


�Unsure stick it was a bit illegible (maybe something extra before influencing)


�Not sure what this is? 


�Might need some help with this. Protagonists might like to develop their particular cases. . 


�What about environmental concerns. 
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