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Introduction

1. In May the government issued a consultation paper entitled “Taking it on – developing UK sustainable strategy together”.  It invited responses by 31 July.  A copy of the paper is in the Members’ Resource Centre or available at www.sustainable-development.gov.uk. 


The Consultation Paper

2. In the foreword, the Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, the relevant Scottish and Welsh ministers, and the Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State at the Northern Ireland Office quote estimates that if all countries in the world had UK rates of consumption “we would need three planets’ worth of resources”.  They add that “not only are we failing to meet the needs of the world’s current population, but we are also acting in ways which will affect the ability of future generations to meet their needs.”
3. The introduction says that sustainable development is about making economic, social and environmental progress in such a way that it “meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (the Brundtland definition).  The government wants to “build a UK strategic framework for sustainable development to 2020”.
4. In setting the scene, the paper states that while progress has been made in some areas, in others problems remain or are getting worse.  It refers to the recent report of the Sustainable Development Commission
.  This found that in some areas, notably transport and waste, the government’s performance was poor and in places objectives were contradictory.
5. The paper notes further problem areas such as
· the widening gap between average earnings and those of the lowest paid
· regional inequalities
· how to ensure that pension funding arrangements take account of increasing longevity
· the environmental damage caused by much economic activity, although there has been some “decoupling “ of the relationship in some areas
· an increasing proportion of the extra years of life expectancy being spent in poorer health
· the contribution to greenhouse gas emissions caused by increased travel, particularly by car and plane
· increased waste production, with recycling rates well below the EU average
· loss of biodiversity

· international disparities in wealth, with associated concerns for peace and security.

6. The paper sets out a number of general aims for the new UK strategy, including such things as improved delivery, and increasing awareness and a sense of common purpose.

7. It discusses various definitions of sustainable development.  The current (1999) UK government strategy describes sustainable development as being about “ensuring a better quality of life for everyone, now and for generations to come”; and states that achieving it means meeting the following four objectives at the same time in the UK and the world as a whole: 

· social progress which recognises the needs of everyone

· effective protection of the environment

· prudent use of natural resources

· maintenance of high and stable levels of economic growth and employment.

8. The consultation paper seeks views as to whether this approach is useful, and what vision of sustainable development there should be for the UK.

9. It suggests four priority areas as a focus for action:

· climate change and energy

· sustainable consumption, production and use of natural resources

· environment and social justice

· helping communities to help themselves.

10. On climate change and energy, it states that there is now overwhelming evidence of climate change, with all of the 10 warmest years on record having been since 1990.  It asks questions about how to achieve greater involvement in action to reduce emissions, and what opportunities there are to make sure consideration of climate change impacts are central to decision making.

11. On natural resources, the paper discusses the need to separate economic progress from environmental degradation, to do more with less, and to promote more sustainable consumption, and asks how government, business and others could contribute to this.

12. The paper discusses the links between environment and social justice.  It notes research findings that show, for example, that children living in the most deprived areas of the country are five times more likely to be killed as a pedestrian than those living in the least deprived areas; and that people living in the most deprived areas suffer the worst air pollution.  Such inequalities can affect people’s health, safety, sense of community and local job opportunities.  The paper asks how environmental and social concerns can be brought together, and what more can be done to tackle the sorts of inequalities described.

13. It also asks a number of questions about the barriers that exist to enabling communities to help themselves, and what could be done to help overcome them.

14. The paper discusses how people can be encouraged to adopt more sustainable behaviour.  It notes that education and information need to be linked to other policies, such as regulation or economic instruments, to be most effective, citing recent research carried out for DEFRA on the subject.  The paper states that while in general markets provide the best way of distributing an economy’s resources, many have imperfections.  For example, they may fail to reflect fully environmental and social costs, or discount the future too heavily.

15. In a section on the international dimension of sustainable development, the paper states that economic development “depends on healthy ecosystems, sustainable use of natural resources and social justice.  Sustainable development worldwide is essential to make sure there is peace and security, by dealing with the causes of conflict and instability, such as poverty and environmental degradation.  Issues of poverty and health cannot be tackled separately from environmental concerns.”

16. There follows a section on “getting the structures right for leadership”.  This discusses the role of national government, and outlines some of the measures the government has introduced to improve its own performance.  It also discusses the role that could be played by regional and local tiers of government.

17. Finally, there are sections on the contribution that business could make to sustainable development, and on measuring progress through the use of indicators.

18. In addition to the main consultation paper, there is a “Dialogue Paper for Local Authorities”.  This goes into some more detail on a range of issues, including the balance between central and local leadership, the role of community strategies and local strategic partnerships, and how the new planning system could help to promote sustainable development.


Comments of the Head of Sustainable Development

19. The consultation paper is useful in setting the scene as far as progress on sustainable development is concerned.  It is in general clearly written and poses a number of pertinent questions.

20. The scale of the problems to be faced can scarcely be overstated.  Many organisations and individuals, including the government’s own advisors, consider that climate change is the greatest danger facing the world: greater than international terrorism and many other issues that attract more political and media attention.

21. Given the importance of the issues discussed in the paper, the impact of activities such as transport on the emission of greenhouse gases, and the acknowledged role of economic instruments and regulation in addressing some of the problems, it is disappointing that the consultation paper is signed only by ministers at DEFRA, the Scottish and Welsh assemblies, and the Northern Ireland office.  Although the covering letter comes from the ODPM, it would be reassuring to know that other government departments such as the Treasury and the Department for Transport were fully involved in its production.

22. Providing a sustainable development framework to 2020 is arguably too short a time horizon in view of the nature of the issues involved.

23. The suggested general aims for the strategy are largely unexceptionable, but do not seem to advance the debate significantly.  The same might be said for the question of a new vision.  If one is needed, then the government could reasonably adopt that suggested by the Sustainable Development Commission and quoted in the paper
.

24. The four priority areas suggested in the paper beg the question of what they mean in practice.  The paper asks about opportunities for making sure that considering the impacts of climate change is “an essential part of policy and decision-making as part of the drive for sustainable development”.

25. The government’s lead has come in for recent criticism in a number of key areas.  For example, the Sustainable Development Commission has strongly criticised the government’s proposals to expand airport capacity as being directly in conflict with its targets to reduce carbon dioxide emissions.  The report commissioned by DEFRA into the environmental impact of the increased rates of housebuilding suggested by the Barker report (large elements of which have been endorsed by the Treasury) indicates that there may be similar conflicts there.

26. The paper acknowledges the key role that fiscal and regulatory measures can play in encouraging moves towards more sustainable behaviour by both individuals and organisations.  Both the landfill tax and the aggregates levy are examples of this, with the former being particularly important in that the proceeds from it are to a large extent hypothecated to spending on increasing recycling and other environmental improvements in the locality.

27. The government could do more in this area.  For example, it has adopted a timid approach towards congestion charging, which many organisations consider can have most effective impact only if introduced on a national or at very least regional level.  Transport costs in general do not encourage more sustainable behaviour.  For example, despite recent increases in oil prices, the real cost of car travel has been falling for decades.  What is more, pricing structures mean that the visible costs tend to deter travel by bus and particularly train compared with car: at the time of deciding how to travel, car owners generally are faced with only the marginal costs of travel, whereas public transport passengers are paying towards fixed costs in their ticket prices.  And there is certainly no case in terms of a sustainable development strategy for perpetuating the anomaly whereby aviation fuel is untaxed, despite the fact that air travel is one of the most damaging (and fastest growing) means of transport in terms of carbon dioxide emissions.

28. The report commissioned by DEFRA on the impacts of increased levels of housebuilding states that considerable reductions in greenhouse gas emissions could be achieved by relatively modest improvements in the environmental standards of new houses.  The most straightforward way of achieving this would appear to be by amendments to the building regulations, yet to date the government has relied on voluntary action, with disappointing results.

29. This criticism is not to diminish the government’s achievements, particularly in the case of some government departments, in improving its own environmental performance.  But in terms of providing national leadership this has been far less visible and influential than the limited and at times contradictory messages conveyed by the government’s actions on fiscal and regulatory measures.

30. The paper asks a number of questions on the linked subjects of leadership and re-energising local involvement.  A key way of improving local leadership of sustainable development appears to lie in devolving greater power and discretion to directly elected democratic bodies.  Yet successive governments have reduced the powers available to local authorities and, crucially, their revenue raising capacity.  This has had a damaging impact on local authorities’ ability to innovate, on the willingness of many potential candidates to stand for election, and on voter turnout.

31. As yet, there is little or no public engagement with the regional tier of government, which is hampered by its lack of democratic legitimacy, remoteness, unclear remit and, certainly in the south east, lack of geographical cohesion.  Even if directly elected regional assemblies result from the referenda proposed in the north of England, as things stand it appears that they will have the status of “super consultees” compared with the devolved administrations in Scotland and Wales.

32. These difficulties are compounded by the new Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act, in which the final say on what constitutes the development plan is now removed from local democratic control.  The paper discusses the need to link community strategies and local development frameworks (the replacement for local plans).   We are endeavouring to do that in Oxfordshire and have recently restructured to bring community strategy and strategic planning staff into the same team.  However, it is likely to be more difficult for county councils to do this now that they have no direct statutory responsibility to produce and adopt part of the development plan.

33. In conclusion, there is less need for a new sustainable development strategy than there is for more concerted action and leadership to implement the existing one.  The government should set a clear and strong framework for sustainable behaviour by giving a consistent message through the economic and regulatory instruments at its disposal.  It should encourage local discretion and innovation in promoting sustainable development by devolving more power and resources to local authorities.

RECOMMENDATION

34. The Executive is RECOMMENDED to authorise a response to the consultation paper on the basis of the comments set out in the report. 

CHRIS COUSINS

Head of Sustainable Development

Background Papers:
Nil

Contact officer: 

Chris Cousins, telephone 01865 815459

July 2004 

� “Shows promise.  But must try harder”, Sustainable Development Commission, 2004


� This describes sustainable development as “both a journey (towards the end point where humankind has learned to live sustainably on this planet), and a framework within which a balance can be achieved between potential economic, environmental and social benefits, between the wealthy and the poor (both in this country and between rich and poor nations) and between the interests of this generation and future generations”
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